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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
The aim of this study was to examine how English teachers in Finland perceive learners’ success in vocabulary acquisition. The topic 
was approached through teachers’ views on what makes an individual successful in English vocabulary learning and what separates more 
and less successful vocabulary learners. In essence, this study examines who successful vocabulary learners in Finnish schools are and 
how their individual differences affect their success. Teachers’ opinions and own examples were analyzed in order to test the accuracy of 
the following three hypotheses: 
 
1. Good memory and natural talent in foreign language learning are heavily emphasized in describing those learners that are perceived as 
good vocabulary learners. 
 
2. Teachers are aware of individual learning styles and different learning strategies. These are mostly used to help learners that struggle 
with vocabulary acquisition in order to more effectively memorize new words. 
 
3. In terms of vocabulary learning, teachers value some extralinguistic traits that the linguists do not generally account for. 
 
In terms of vocabulary acquisition, as with practically any other skill, some learners appear to be better at it than others. The theoretical 
background of this study relies on these individual differences in vocabulary acquisition. In this study, the following six possible reasons 
for such differences were concentrated on: mother tongue proficiency, memory, language learning aptitude, skill at pattern-recognition, 
exposure to the target language, and personality. As there is quite an underwhelming amount of previous research available focusing on 
this specific field, this study draws on research on individual differences in foreign language acquisition in general. The theory on the 
process of foreign language vocabulary learning used by this study utilizes on the concepts and the models used by Nation (2001, 2005). 
This process of vocabulary acquisition is discussed with regard to Finnish learners and what type of challenges they face in the context 
of the Finnish school system. 
 
The data for this study was gathered via The Association of Teachers of English in Finland. These teachers were invited to participate in 
this study by answering an electronic questionnaire, which received altogether 117 responses from participants who worked in different 
levels of the Finnish education system. These responses were then analyzed with the help of the method of content analysis. The texts 
provided by the participants were categorized, classified and quantified, depending on the research questions through which the data was 
approached. The analysis searched for trends, patterns and connections in the data in order to examine how teachers perceive the 
phenomenon of success in vocabulary acquisition. 
 
The results showed that the qualities that teachers valued most highly in terms of success in vocabulary acquisition were positive attitude 
towards learning English, good memory, use of the target language outside school environment, and good study habits. In fact, the data 
formed two very distinctive patterns. On one end of the spectrum, there were those pupils who worked hard for their studies and were 
very organized in their learning habits. On the other end, there were the pupils who seemed to be naturally talented at learning virtually 
anything and did not have to make much of an effort for their studies. In addition, having a positive attitude towards learning appeared 
to be the quality that was shared by most successful vocabulary learners, no matter their other strengths or weaknesses. 
 
In general, the results supported the three hypotheses of this study. However, the data also suggested that there are several different 
routes to success in vocabulary learning. In fact, vocabulary acquisition appears to be one of the few areas of foreign language learning 
where good study habits and dedication can even overcome the lack of natural talent. However, there seemed to be a discontinuity in 
teachers’ descriptions of more and less successful vocabulary learners. While teachers acknowledged that many different types of 
learners could be successful in vocabulary acquisition, their efforts to aid weaker pupils often concentrated on an effective use of 
learning strategies in order to simply support pupils’ memory. Overall, this suggests that teachers’ perception of vocabulary acquisition is 
not completely holistic. 
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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena oli kartoittaa suomalaisten englanninopettajien käsityksiä vieraskielisen sanaston oppijoista. 
Tutkimusaihetta tarkasteltiin tutkimalla opettajien näkemyksiä siitä, minkälaiset asiat tekevät yksilöstä menestyksekkään sanaston 
oppimisessa ja mitkä seikat erottavat enemmän ja vähemmän taitavia sanaston oppijoita. Tutkimus pyrki siis selvittämään, keitä 
menestyksekkäät sanaston oppijat ovat suomalaisissa kouluissa ja miten heidän yksilölliset eronsa vaikuttavat juuri englanninkielisen 
sanaston oppimiseen. Opettajien mielipiteitä ja esimerkkejä analysoitiin seuraavan kolmen hypoteesin testaamiseksi: 
 
1. Hyvä muisti ja luonnonlahjakkuus vieraiden kielten oppimisessa korostuvat kuvaillessa menestyksekkäitä sanaston oppijoita. 
 
2. Opettajat ovat tietoisia yksilöllisistä oppimistyyleistä ja erilaisista oppimisstrategioista. Näitä hyödynnetään erityisesti tukiessa 
niitä oppilaita, joilla on vaikeuksia sanaston oppimisessa, jotta heidän olisi helpompi painaa muistiin uusia sanoja. 
 
3. Opettajat arvostavat sanaston oppimisessa sellaisia ominaisuuksia ja piirteitä, joita kielentutkijat eivät usein huomioi. 
 
Sanaston oppimisessa, kuten lähes missä tahansa muussakin taidossa, jotkut yksilöt ovat parempia kuin toiset. Tämän tutkimuksen 
teoreettinen viitekehys pohjautuukin juuri näihin yksilöllisiin eroihin sanaston oppimisessa. Tutkimuksessa keskityttiiin kuuteen 
mahdolliseen eroavaisuuteen: äidinkielelliset taidot, muisti, vieraiden kielten oppimiskyky, metakielelliset taidot, vieraan kielen käyttö 
vapaa-ajalla, ja persoonallisuus. Koska yksilöllisistä eroista sanaston oppimisessa on tarjolla varsin vähän tutkimustietoa, hyödynnettiin 
tässä tutkimuksessa tietoa näistä eroista vieraiden kielten oppimisessa yleisesti ottaen. Tämä tutkimus pohjaa Nationin (2001, 2005) 
käyttämiiin teoreettisiin malleihin ja konsepteihin sanaston oppimisprosesseista. Sanaston oppimista tarkastellaan suomalaisten koulujen 
ja niiden asettamien haasteiden kontekstissa. 
 
Tutkimusmateriaali kerättiin Suomen englanninopettajat ry:n kautta. Opettajat kutsuttiin vastaamaan sähköiseen kyselylomakkeeseen, 
johon vastasi yhteensä 117 opettajaa, jotka työskentelivät suomalaisen koulutusjärjestelmän eri vaiheissa. Näiden vastausten 
analyysimetodina käytettiin sisällönanalyysia. Opettajien vastauksia kategorisoitiin, luokiteltiin ja kvantifioitiin, riippuen siitä, mihin 
tutkimuskysymyksiin niistä haettiin vastauksia. Analyysi etsi materiaalista taipumuksia, suuntauksia ja yhteyksiä, joiden avulla opettajien 
käsityksiä ilmiöstä voitiin kartoittaa. 
 
Tulokset osoittivat, että opettajien eniten arvostamat ominaisuudet sanaston oppimisessa olivat positiivinen asenne englannin oppimista 
kohtaan, hyvä muisti, kohdekielen käyttäminen koulun ulkopuolella ja hyvät opiskelutottumukset. Tutkimusmateriaali muodosti kaksi 
selkeästi toisistaaan erottuvaa suuntausta. Toisessa ääripäässä olivat ne oppilaat, jotka tekivät kovasti töitä oppimisen eteen ja olivat hyvin 
järjestelmällisiä opiskelutavoiltaan. Toisessa päässä olivat puolestaan ne, jotka vaikuttivat luonnostaan lahjakkailta minkä tahansa asian 
oppimisessa ja eivät joutuneet näkemään juurikaan vaivaa opintojensa eteen. Lisäksi positiivinen asenne oppimista kohtaan osoittautui 
ominaisuudeksi, jonka useimmat menestyksekkäät sanaston oppijat jakoivat, huolimatta muista vahvuuksistaan tai heikkouksistaan. 
 
Yleisesti ottaen tulokset tukivat tutkimuksen hypoteeseja. Tutkimusmateriaalin analyysi kuitenkin osoitti myös, että menestyksekkääseen 
sanaston oppimiseen voi olla monia erilaisia reittejä. Sanaston oppiminen vaikuttaa olevan sellainen vieraan kielen oppisen osa-alue, jossa 
hyvät opiskelutottumukset ja ahkeruus voivat jopa korvata puutteita varsinaisessa kielen oppimislahjakkuudessa. Huomattavaa oli 
kuitenkin, etteivät opettajien kuvaukset hyvistä ja heikommista sanaston oppijoista olleet kovin johdonmukaisia. Vaikka opettajien 
kuvauksista kävikin selväksi, että monet, hyvin erilaiset oppilaat saattoivat olla menestyksekkäitä sanaston oppimisessa, keskittyivät he 
kuitenkin auttamaan heikompia oppilaita tukemalla ennen kaikkea näiden muistia. Vaikuttaakin siltä, ettei opettajien kokonaiskäsitys 
vieraskielisen sanaston oppimisesta ole kovinkaan holistinen. 
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1. Introduction 
I once asked a twelve-year-old Finnish girl why she thought that we needed to study words in order 
to speak English. She seemed almost offended by the question, stating that one cannot simply use the 
language at all without the words. She went on, describing how by knowing more words, one would 
know more in general. There is no doubt in my mind that she thought I was a bit silly for even 
questioning this. Her answer illustrates the fact that learners of a foreign language usually highly 
value vocabulary knowledge. To them, vocabulary holds a key to being able to use the language at 
all, to expressing oneself more clearly and to simply knowing more about the language. 
While vocabulary clearly is an important part of foreign language even for the learners themselves, 
not all learners are equally good at learning it. For some, it appears to be easier than to others. On the 
other hand, some learners might struggle a little more but are, regardless, successful at it. Who, then, 
are these good vocabulary learners, since they obviously exist? What traits are characteristic of them? 
Is there something that we could learn from them in order to help those who are not equally 
successful? These are some of the questions that this study sets out to answer. 
In defining which learners are gifted, the British Council‘s webpage on English as an additional 
language suggests one should look for the characteristics such as “fast rate of progress”, “high level 
of motivation”, “rapid acquisition of English (evidenced by oral/written work)”, “good memory”, 
“sustained initiative, e.g. use of dictionary”, “being well organized”, “monitoring own learning”, 
“asking questions”, “being keen to do homework and asking for help”, “readily applying previous 
learning”, “problem-solving ability”, “very good concentration”, “being demanding and anxious”, 
“wanting to learn too fast”, “being curious and observant”, “highly developed interpersonal skills”, 
and “being prepared to do extra-curricular activities or commit to hobbies”. Obviously, this is merely 
a list of wonderful traits. Any learner would be fortunate to possess all of them. Whether the route to 
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success in English vocabulary acquisition is similar, more complex or less cohesive according to 
teachers in Finnish schools is what this study attempts to discover. 
This paper consists of five parts. Firstly, Chapter 1 introduces the topic as well as the purpose of this 
study. Secondly, Chapter 2 displays the theoretical background on individual differences in 
vocabulary acquisition. Thirdly, Chapter 3 illustrates the process of collecting and of analyzing the 
data for this study. Fourthly, Chapter 4 presents and discusses the results of the data analysis. Finally, 
Chapter 5 concludes this paper and its possible implications. 
This first chapter introduces my study by synopsizing its three-fold background: the definition of 
being good at something, learning English in Finland, and vocabulary acquisition as a part of learning 
a foreign language. These are briefly and roughly brought together in order to place this study in its 
appropriate context for the reader. These concepts are discussed in the previously stated order as 
Section 1.1, Section 1.2 and Section 1.3. Lastly, I present the aims, objectives and hypotheses of my 
study in Section 1.4. 
 
1.1 Defining success 
Being good at something can be referred to by many terms. Words such as giftedness, above-average 
ability, talent, or success may at first sound completely identical with each other but closer 
examination reveals that there are distinctions. For instance, gifted learners represent much more than 
just the ability to do something and having talent for something does not solely equal success at it. In 
this study, I concentrate on the successful learners but first, it is necessary to differentiate between 
these concepts. 
The concept of giftedness and of gifted learners is something that is treated as a polar opposite of 
learning disabilities. According to scientific definitions (cf. Renzulli 1978), giftedness seems to be a 
multidimensional concept that starts with the potential but also requires necessary personality 
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characteristics, such as creativity and high motivation. In other words, it is not just being talented or 
achieving something but rather a specific group of learners. 
In terms of foreign language learning, linguists often refer to the concept of language-learning 
aptitude.  Aptitude, in general, can be defined as an individual’s competence for completing a specific 
task under specific circumstances. Hence, language-learning aptitude refers to an individual’s ability 
to learn a foreign language compared to others under similar conditions and within a certain time 
limit. There are multiple language-learning aptitude tests available on the internet and aptitude is one 
of the most researched aspects of individual differences in second language learning. Thus, the terms 
above-average ability or talent would, with regard to foreign language acquisition, probably relate to 
a learner’s language-learning aptitude. 
However, this study does not seek the talented, but rather, the successful learners. Success at learning 
something stems from a much wider context than merely having an above-average ability. For 
example, a talented pupil could be uninterested in learning or unwilling to make the necessary effort. 
Additionally, I do not attempt to define giftedness in this study but rather to map out the larger concept 
of success. After all, many learners could be, and probably are, successful at vocabulary learning 
without being gifted as such. Pedagogically, examining these successful learners is also the most 
beneficial approach, as it is something that educators could possibly use to assist all learners in their 
process of learning.  
 
1.2 Learning English in Finland 
The English language has no historical or official role in Finland. Nevertheless, it is widely used, 
especially in the fields of entertainment, science and business. English in Finland also serves as a 
lingua franca, a language which individuals who do not share a native language use to communicate 
with each other. According to Kachru’s model (1985), Finland is a part of the expanding circle of 
World Englishes which encompasses those countries where English has no official role but is still 
4 
 
widely used. There is no real, concrete variant of Finnish English but, instead, Finns depend on the 
norms set by the native speakers of English. However, English is definitely an increasingly important 
part of both education and free-time in Finland. 
According to Official Statistics of Finland (OFS), in 2006, 82 percent of Finnish people between ages 
from 18 to 64 reckoned they were able to use the English language to some extent. This number has 
been steadily growing in the recent years and English is, by far, the most and the best known foreign 
language in Finland (OFS, 2006). This is notable since Finland actually has two official languages: 
Finnish and Swedish. However, people appear to know English better than their second official 
language. English is especially well-known by younger people. In 2013, 66 percent of the children 
attending primary school (grades from one to six) studied English and, of the children attending lower 
secondary education (grades from seven to nine), a staggering 99.4 percent studied English (OFS, 
2013). Especially in primary schools, English plays an extremely important part in Finnish children’s 
foreign language studies, as other foreign languages are studied by only around five percent of all the 
primary school pupils (OFS, 2013). 
As evident from the statistics above, English is usually taught in Finnish primary schools as the A-
language, a core subject that creates the basis for all foreign language learning. The adoption of good 
study habits is thus extremely important for learners' later language studies. All schools in Finland 
follow The Finnish National Core Curriculum, or FNCC, which presents the values, the objectives 
and the core contents of Finnish basic education. At the primary school level, the focus of foreign 
language teaching is on the oral practice of the language and the written form is used as a support and 
its role keeps growing along with the pupils (FNCC 2004: 138-139). The study material concentrates 
on themes and contents that the pupils are familiar with. In other words, foreign language learning is 
communicative in nature and deals with situations that are concrete and personal to the pupils. 
After primary school, all Finns continue to lower secondary school to study for three more years. 
They continue to study English and by the end of grade nine and, consequently, their basic education, 
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their English language performance is expected to have achieved proficiency levels from A2.2. to 
B1.1. in terms of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages,  or CEFR (FNCC 
2004: 143). In other words, they are expected to be nearly halfway fluent English language users. 
With regard to vocabulary knowledge, the proficiency levels A2.2. and B1.1. are described as “[c]an 
control a narrow repertoire dealing with concrete everyday needs” and “[s]hows good control of 
elementary vocabulary but major errors still occur when expressing more complex thoughts or 
handling unfamiliar topics and situations” (Structured overview of all CEFR scales, 2001: 18). In 
short, the basis of their vocabulary knowledge should have been formed by this point. Most Finns 
then continue their studies either in upper secondary schools or in vocational institutions, further 
proceeding with their English studies. 
Despite the fact that English is clearly the most important language for forming the basis of how 
foreign languages are learned for Finnish pupils, it is not easy for the Finnish to learn. The two 
languages are extremely different in many ways. In fact, the Finnish-speaking children have to learn 
a great deal of new information on how a language works as a system when they begin to study 
English. Their own mother tongue simply does not work in similar ways. In addition, Finnish and 
English do not share almost any vocabulary items. Compared to many other languages where it is 
possible to find some similarities between words, the Finnish children have to learn new words that 
mostly do not remind them of their Finnish translation equivalents at all. For such reasons, studying 
the Finnish learners of English and how they learn this new language can be extremely enlightening. 
In terms of second language vocabulary acquisition, the Finnish learners can help to illustrate how 
new vocabulary items, which may sound completely nonsensical to them at first, can be learned, 
memorized and retained. 
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1.3 Vocabulary learning as a part of foreign language acquisition 
Teaching vocabulary has often been seen as the teaching words and their translation equivalents. It 
has not been of much interest to researchers until the last twenty years, as the research on second 
language acquisition has mainly concentrated on syntactic features. However, learners’ lexical 
knowledge has recently created much interest. Chacón-Beltrán et al (2010: 1-2) note that vocabulary 
plays an important part in learning a new language, as it is often seen as one of the major predictors 
of performance and lexical errors are especially disruptive to comprehension and communication. 
Observation suggests that even learners themselves usually value lexical knowledge highly, as it 
allows them to better communicate their message in a foreign language. Syntactic features are often 
negotiable, especially in oral communication but without the right words getting one's message across 
might be extremely difficult. However, it seems to me that learning vocabulary is one of the largest, 
as well as one of the most difficult, tasks that any language learner faces, as there is an excessive 
amount of vocabulary items that need to be learned. In this section, I outline pivotal presumptions 
and concepts for this study, such as how the process of vocabulary acquisition progresses throughout 
the Finnish school system, what kind of knowledge is necessary for knowing new words, and why 
some words can potentially be more difficult to learn than others. 
In terms of foreign language learning in the context of the Finnish school system, the pupils are 
expected to reach a fairly high level of language skills in a relatively short amount of time. It seems 
evident that these objectives cannot be reached if pupils are not taught the general skills they need for 
effective learning. Pupils have to be prepared to work independently and responsibly. In other words, 
learners need to be able to take full advantage of those opportunities to learn that are provided for 
them by the school system. In short, learning a new language and consequently an excessive amount 
of new words needs to happen effectively. 
One of the answers in the pursuit of such efficacy might be a versatile use of different learning 
strategies. Learning strategies can be defined as the actions and the thoughts that a learner engages in 
7 
 
to learn, to store and to retrieve new information. It is notable that many definitions of learning 
strategies seem to emphasize the role that memory and memorization play in foreign language 
learning.  An effective use of learning strategies aids learners in the storing and retrieving of new 
vocabulary items in and from their memory, thus being an integral part of successful vocabulary 
acquisition. 
Learners’ use of vocabulary strategies has been studied in many ways. This has provided information 
on which strategies are most frequently used and how the learners choose the most suitable strategy 
for any situation. However, Qian (2004) discovered that the learners do not necessarily use the same 
strategies they think they are using. Qian (2004: 167) points out that the learners did not necessarily 
utilize the same strategies as they themselves described using, thus making the research data gathered 
this way unreliable. In the context of this study, instead of asking Finnish pupils how they perceive 
themselves as vocabulary learners, this study focuses on how teachers perceive their pupils’ 
vocabulary learning skills and what type of opportunities to learn new vocabulary teachers are trying 
provide for the pupils. In addition, it should be noted that even a small amount of teachers encounters 
a massive amount of learners every day at work, and, consequently, are able to provide a much larger 
overview of the topic. 
For the purposes of this study, it can be assumed that the learners in the primary school level will 
focus on learning new vocabulary items by paying deliberate attention to them. Nation (2001: 199) 
also suggests that vocabulary learning increases notably when words are decontextualized. In other 
words, Nation (2001: 199) notes that by taking a word out of its message context and offering a short 
and clear definition or even translating it into the learners' first language results in greater learning. 
In the context of language teaching in the Finnish primary schools, this is necessary due to the fact 
that the words that are learned are mostly of high frequency. This is an important notion in terms of 
second language teaching as well. Nation (2005: 582) argues that this implies that high frequency 
words should be paid close attention to as they need to be learnt as quickly as possible. 
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On the other hand, low frequency words do not deserve as much teaching time but need to be slowly 
learned as well. Thus, at this part of the learners' studies, it would be most useful to teach them new 
vocabulary learning strategies, for example, as Nation (2001: 589-590) proposes, guessing from 
context, learning from word cards, using word parts, and using a dictionary. The view that low and 
high frequency words should be studied in different ways provides evidence for why vocabulary 
learning should take different forms depending on the stage of education. Firstly, it would appear to 
be useful for primary school pupils to learn vocabulary by paying deliberate attention to it, almost by 
drilling important high frequency words to memory. For instance, learning irregular past verb forms 
by heart might seem repetitive at the time but appears to be necessary and has proven to be effective. 
With regard to the Finnish primary school pupils, it can be assumed that their vocabulary learning 
will entail a great amount of repetition and memorization of vocabulary items by heart as unanalyzed 
chunks. Secondly, the students who have been learning English for a longer time and are expected to 
have achieved quite a high level of skill should be learning vocabulary through different means. 
During the later stages of foreign language learning, it can be assumed that an effective use of a wide 
range of learning strategies becomes very useful. 
With regard to successful vocabulary acquisition, it should be remembered that a word contains a 
great deal of information. Knowing how it is spelled, how it is pronounced and what its translation 
equivalent is might seem sufficient at first, but a word carries much more information than that. We 
have to know how it is used, when it is used and what other words are connected with it. Linguistic 
models (cf. Nation 2001, Ellis 1994, Aitchison 1994) usually describe word knowledge as three-fold: 
knowledge of word form, knowledge of word meaning and knowledge of word use. These three cover 
the concept of what it is to know a word. The following figure depicts Nation’s (2001: 27) version of 
this model of word knowledge. 
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Figure 1.1 What it means to know a word (adapted from Nation 2001: 27) 
 
According to Nation’s (2001: 27) model, second language word knowledge consists of knowledge of 
word form, knowledge of word meaning and knowledge of word use. Each of the three sections is 
then further divided into three sub-categories. Firstly, knowledge of word form includes spoken, 
written, and word parts. In other words, this knowledge answer questions such as how the word 
sounds, how it is written, and what smaller parts are recognizable in it. Secondly, knowledge of word 
meaning consists of form and meaning, concept and referents, and association. This knowledge 
enables the learners to know what meaning this word form refers to, what items this concept includes, 
and what other words it makes us think of. Thirdly, knowledge of word use entails grammatical 
functions, collocations, and constraints of use. That is to say, the learner knows what patterns this 
word occurs in, what other words are used with this one, and when and how often this word is used. 
If this multidimensional view is taken into account in terms of second language teaching, it suggests 
that vocabulary should also be taught and learned from all of these aspects, not just some of them. 
Such vocabulary knowledge can only be attained if the learning situations offer and support all these 
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types of information. Thus, it is important to make sure that the learners are able to learn vocabulary 
in a realistic context related to it. As Nation (2005: 585) suggests, in addition to learning target 
vocabulary by paying deliberate attention to it, learners should have opportunities to attend to words 
“in a meaning-focused use”. In other words, extralinguistic information such as in what context and 
how frequently a word is used should be available to learners as well. In order to gain such 
comprehensive vocabulary knowledge, it seems clear that vocabulary should also be taught in many 
different ways and that the teaching should cover all the dimensions of vocabulary knowledge.  
Nation (2001: 33-34) argues for differentiating between implicit and explicit learning depending on 
the dimension of word knowledge. The difference between explicit and implicit learning is usually 
explained with consciousness and intention. Explicit learning is more conscious and there is a clear 
intention to learn. In implicit learning, on the other hand, there is no conscious attempt to learn but 
rather just paying attention to stimuli. Nation (2001: 33-34) argues that both implicit and explicit 
learning are necessary in order to gain comprehensive word knowledge. According to Nation (2001: 
34), teachers should, on the first encounter, draw attention to and explain the new words, and from 
there on learners should be left to encounter the words in “meaning focused use”. In other words, the 
process of learning new words should start with explicit learning and then learners’ knowledge should 
be enriched with implicit learning. This corresponds with the assumption that during their primary 
school years, pupils should pay more deliberate attention to new words, and that during later stages 
of foreign language learning, they should be able to use strategies such as guessing from a context or 
recognizing familiar word parts in new vocabulary items.  
In short, it seems clear that in order to gain comprehensive vocabulary knowledge, new words should 
be studied in many ways.  In the context of this study, such a notion is important with regard to 
whether teachers account for such a multidimensional view of vocabulary learning in their teaching 
and whether they provide the pupils with suitable opportunities for learning new vocabulary. 
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In relation to learning new vocabulary, it seems evident that some words are easier to learn than 
others. Clearly, words must have some qualities that make some of them easier to learn and others 
more difficult. To describe this phenomenon, Nation (2001: 23) uses the term learning burden. The 
term is used to illustrate how much effort it takes to learn a certain word in comparison with others 
(Nation 2001: 23-24). According to Nation (2001), there are three factors that account for the relative 
learning burden of a word.  These are the similarity between the learner’s mother tongue and the 
target language, the learner’s prior knowledge of the target language, and the familiarity of the 
concept the word refers to. In other words, words that are in some way similar with the learner’s 
native language, consist of parts that the learner already knows, or deal with concepts that the learner 
is familiar with, have a lighter learning burden. Nation (2001: 24) summarizes that the general 
principle is that the more familiar the learners are with the pattern and the concept of the word prior 
to encountering it, the easier it is to learn.  Naturally, the general information load of the word plays 
a part as well. For instance, words that are shorter, consist of fewer letters and sounds and are used in 
a fairly limited amount of contexts are easier to learn. 
In terms of the Finnish learners of English, the learning burden of new words is usually quite heavy. 
As Nation (2001: 24) points out, for learners whose mother tongue is not related to the target 
language, most words will have a heavy learning burden. As is the case with Finnish and English, the 
learners do not have the help of the similar sound, spelling or grammatical patterns to lighten the 
learning burden of new vocabulary items. It becomes increasingly important for teachers to aid pupils 
by drawing their attention to systematic patterns within the target language. Nation also (2001: 24) 
notes that teachers should estimate the learning burden of words and what aspects should be focused 
on in order to help pupils learn vocabulary effectively. 
All in all, vocabulary acquisition is an extensive, a pivotal and a multidimensional task that foreign 
language learners or teachers cannot disregard. In addition, some learners seem to be better at it than 
others. The possible underlying factors for such individual differences are discussed in Chapter 2. 
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1.4 Aims, objectives and hypotheses of this study 
The aim of this study is to see how the process of vocabulary acquisition is regarded from the 
viewpoint of teachers of English in Finland. As my linguistic interests lay in second language 
vocabulary acquisition and I have strong ties to the Finnish school system; first as a pupil myself and 
later on through my training to become a class-teacher as well as an English teacher, this field of 
study seems more than suitable for me. In this paper, I have focused on researching what makes an 
individual successful in English vocabulary learning and what are teachers’ perceptions at what 
separates more and less successful vocabulary learners. Through this study, I hope to discover how 
English teachers in Finland perceive the phenomenon of vocabulary learning. Overall, I look for 
answers to questions such as whether their understanding of this phenomenon is holistic or not and if 
any theoretical models support it. 
Based on both my own experiences of English teaching in Finland and widely accepted theories and 
models on vocabulary acquisition, the following three hypotheses were formed: 
1. Good memory and natural talent in foreign language learning are heavily emphasized in 
describing those learners that are perceived as good vocabulary learners. 
2. Teachers are aware of individual learning styles and different learning strategies. These are 
mostly used to help learners that struggle with vocabulary acquisition in order to more effectively 
memorize new words. 
3. In terms of vocabulary learning, teachers value some extralinguistic traits that the linguists do 
not generally account for. 
In order to be able to evaluate the accuracy of these three hypotheses, I discuss possible individual 
differences and different vocabulary learning strategies and presumptions underlying successful 
vocabulary acquisition in Chapter 2. These provide the theoretical background for the study.  On the 
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basis of the aims and objectives of this study, I have then chosen a suitable methodology. The data, 
how it was gathered and how it was analyzed are introduced in Chapter 3. Lastly, the results are 
presented and discussed in Chapter 4. The results are examined in relation to these aims, objectives 
and hypotheses, with the aid and the support of the chosen methodology.  
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2. Theoretical background 
The theory on the process of second language vocabulary learning used by this study relies greatly 
on the concepts and the models used by Nation (2001, 2005). This general process of vocabulary 
acquisition with regard to Finnish learners has been discussed as a part of Section 1.3. As such, 
Nation’s (2001, 2005) theories and definitions form the basis of the theoretical background for this 
study and this theory is then expanded upon by relevant research provided by others. This chapter 
introduces possible individual differences in vocabulary learning. The underlying factors that have 
been included here have been chosen due to previous research in the field. Since there is quite an 
underwhelming amount of research available on individual differences in vocabulary learning 
specifically, some of the research I have chosen to include focuses on individual differences in second 
language learning in general, with possible implications on vocabulary acquisition. 
When one looks at individual differences in almost any field, the two factors that most research seems 
to focus on are the age and the gender of the individuals involved. In fact, there is an excessive amount 
of research available especially on what age is the best one for foreign language learning. However, 
in this study I have chosen to disregard these two factors. This is partly because I find the research 
on other factors besides these two to be lacking and hope to focus on them instead. In addition, the 
informants of the study are teachers who work with a specific age range and thus are more likely to 
compare individuals of this age range with each other rather than with younger or older learners. Due 
to the nature of informants, I also do not think they are likely or even qualified to evaluate whether 
their vocabulary learners’ talents have anything to do with their gender identity. Lastly, it is my 
personal opinion that it is occasionally important to regard individuals without defining them based 
on their biological age and gender. 
Despite excluding the age and the gender of learners, there is still a myriad of different factors to 
consider. In this chapter, the possible factors have been divided into six different sections. Firstly, 
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learners’ skill in using their mother tongue is discussed. Secondly, learners’ abilities to memorize 
new words are considered. Thirdly, the concept of natural talent for foreign language learning is 
contemplated by exploring the phenomenon of language-learning aptitude. Fourthly, this chapter 
introduces a phenomenon labeled as pattern-recognition, in regard to which learners’ ability to focus 
and to pay attention to details are also taken into consideration. Fifthly, the amount of exposure to the 
target language outside a school environment is regarded. Sixthly, I briefly consider a factor that has 
been titled here as learner’s personality: self-confidence, extroversion, and motivation, as there is 
some previous research available covering these aspects, as well. 
 
2.1 Vocabulary learning and mother tongue proficiency 
It is clear that the mother tongue of the learners affects their learning of a foreign language. In 
linguistics, this phenomenon is referred to by terms such as transfer, interference or cross-linguistics.  
Finnish-speaking people face different challenges than, for example, Swedish-speaking people 
learning English. This, however, is not a field that this study concentrates on, as the scope of the study 
is limited to the differences among Finnish learners themselves. Instead, it is necessary to consider 
how the learners’ grasp of their mother tongue affects their learning of a foreign language. In other 
words, it is worth examining whether learners with a large and a versatile Finnish vocabulary and an 
understanding of how Finnish language works as a system are more successful at mastering a foreign 
language as well. 
The general consensus surrounding the topic appears to be that learners that are skilled with their 
native language would also be better at learning a new language. For example, Sparks et al (2009) 
studied native English speakers who were learning a second language, in this case French, Spanish 
or German. The learners’ skills at using their mother tongue were tested in primary school and their 
learning of an additional language was later tested at the high school level. As a result, Sparks et al 
(2009) found that those learners that tested better at using their native language also achieved a higher 
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foreign language proficiency. Based on such findings, it would seem that high proficiency in one’s 
mother tongue should, in fact, result in better success at foreign language learning. However, one 
should take these results with a grain of salt in this case, as there are no similar results available for 
Finnish learners studying the English language. 
The case of learners’ mother tongue affecting their learning of a foreign language is also evident when 
comparing child and adult learners. One of the most important aspects in how children differ from 
adults as language learners is that children do not yet have a complete understanding and knowledge 
of their first language. Unlike adults who can refer to their knowledge of their native language when 
learning a new language, children are still learning how the language works as a system. In addition, 
children are constantly learning new concepts at the same time as they are learning a new language. 
They might not be familiar with the concepts that new words refer to. For example, they could be 
learning new animals that exist, adding to their vocabulary with new verbs, and sometimes even have 
trouble remembering the translation equivalents of the words in their first language. The basis on 
which they are building their foreign language knowledge is still developing. Jiang (2004: 417) 
suggests that this learning of new words and concepts at the same time is beneficial for children, since 
word forms and word meaning become firmly attached. This differs from adult learners, who rarely 
learn new concepts when studying new words. 
Based on these observations, learners’ good grasp of their mother tongue could turn out to be almost 
a hindrance when studying vocabulary items in a new language. In addition, while Nation (2003: 5) 
suggests that exploring the relationship between learners’ mother tongue and a foreign language as 
well as drawing attention to similarities and borrowings between these two languages is a beneficial 
strategy for vocabulary learning, this strategy is most useful when the two languages are related. For 
example, Ringbom’s (2007) study found that Finnish-speaking Finns have much more trouble 
learning English, especially in terms of vocabulary, than Swedish-speaking Finns. Consequently, it 
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would seem that learners’ skill at using the Finnish language would not be too advantageous in terms 
of learning English. 
Curiously, while many publications claim that a good grasp of the first language is essential for 
learning foreign language, there appears to be practically no evidence of native speakers profiting 
from their skills at using the Finnish language in their English studies. This could be due to how 
second language vocabulary appears to be learned differently from native language as well as the 
typological distance between Finnish and English. However, this could also be due to the fact that 
there simply has not been adequate research conducted in this field yet. Nevertheless, these claims 
should not be taken for granted. 
 
2.2 Vocabulary learning and memory 
In terms of foreign language vocabulary acquisition, memory seems to be heavily emphasized by 
researchers. Vocabulary acquisition often refers to memorizing new words and learning a new word 
is typically treated as being able to retain a word in memory. In addition, a great deal of the learning 
strategies involved in discussion on vocabulary acquisition seem to fall into the category of memory 
strategies (cf. Oxford 1989). Thus, it seems evident that learners’ memory and their capacity for 
retaining vocabulary items play an important role in vocabulary acquisition. This appears to be 
particularly true with regard to phonological short term memory and the amount of repetitions a new 
word needs. 
One of the key factors influencing successful vocabulary learning seems to be the ability to hold new 
vocabulary items in phonological short-term memory. Phonological memory refers to a process of 
receiving and analyzing sounds elements in a language. Recognizing, differentiating and memorizing 
different sounds form the basis of any language learning. The term phonological short-term memory 
simply refers to the ability to store and retrieve sounds in memory for a short period of time. 
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According to Nation (2001: 41-44), multiple studies have found that the size of learners’ phonological 
short-term memory plays a remarkable part in their second language vocabulary learning. It has been 
proven to be a good predictor of successful first as well as foreign language learning. For instance, 
Service (1992) found that Finnish children’s ability to repeat nonsense words was the most important 
predictor of their subsequent learning of English. Especially in a case as extreme as the topological 
difference English and Finnish languages, such skill seems necessary for successful vocabulary 
acquisition. 
When discussing the role of memory in vocabulary acquisition, one must look at repetition in relation 
to learning as well. Nation (2001: 75-76) states that repetition is vital in vocabulary acquisition since 
there is such a great amount of information to acquire for each word, so one encounter is insufficient. 
After all, knowing a word comprehensively requires a diverse approach, as discussed in Section 1.3.  
The necessary number of repetitions seems to vary depending on the learner and the word in question. 
Many researchers have found (e.g. Kachroo 1962, Crothers& Suppes 1967; cited in Nation 2001: 81) 
that most learners require approximately seven repetitions.  
In terms of repetition, it appears that spaced repetition results in better learning than massed repetition 
(e.g. Bloom and Shuell 1981, Dempster 1987; cited in Nation 2001: 76). Spaced repetition means that 
the repetition of the learning material is spread over a long period of time, in comparison with massed 
repetition where more time is spent on studying the learning material at once. In other words, for a 
word to be learned effectively, the necessary number of repetitions should be spaced over a longer 
period of time, while spending only a short moment at each encounter. According to Nation (2001: 
76), this results in words being remembered for a longer period of time. Nation (2001: 77) argues that 
“the older the piece of learning, the slower the forgetting”. This suggests that the likelihood of 
forgetting a word reduces along the spaced repetitions. On the third time that a word is repeated it is 
likelier to be remembered than on the second time, and so forth. Thus, an adequate amount of spaced 
repetition seems extremely helpful. 
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In addition to the suitable spacing of repetitions, the nature of how a word is originally learned and 
the nature of its repetitions seems to affect how long the word is remembered as well. Bahrick and 
Phelps (1987) discovered that if a word was initially easy to learn and the repetitions were spaced 
over a long period of time, it was likely to be retained for more years. However, the type of repetition 
taking place affects the learning results as well. Nation (2001: 79) states that for the first encounter 
of a word, it is best to simultaneously present the word and its meaning, but that after this the most 
effective type of repetition is when the learners are provided with time to attempt to retrieve the word 
successfully from their memory. This combination of spaced repetition and retrieval should be 
relatively easy for teachers to use as well. 
All in all, memory and memorization seems to play a central role in the process of vocabulary 
acquisition. In fact, it is so integrated into the topic that it seems to be often considered as self-evident. 
How to most effectively memorize new words and how to ensure that they are retained are questions 
around which especially the teaching of vocabulary seems to revolve. Solutions for more successful 
vocabulary acquisition fixate on necessary repetitions and an effective use of memory strategies. 
Clearly, vocabulary acquisition is an area of foreign language learning in which a good memory 
proves to be extremely advantageous. 
 
2.3 Vocabulary learning and language learning aptitude 
Despite the fact that aptitude does not necessarily equal success, as discussed in Section 1.1, it is 
certainly one of the factors that can predict learner’s performance in foreign language learning. In 
short, learning is easier for talented pupils. Language-learning aptitude can be defined as an 
individual’s specific ability to acquire a foreign language. This ability can be determined through 
different tests, many of which are available online as well. In the context of formal education, 
language-learning aptitude appears to be at the heart of what one might refer to as an innate talent at 
foreign language learning or as a natural foreign language learner. 
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Compared to many other factors behind individual differences in foreign language learning, aptitude 
has been studied to a relatively great extent and for several decades. Gass and Selinker (2008: 418) 
introduce this ability as a division of four components: phonemic coding ability, grammatical 
sensitivity, inductive language learning ability, and memory and learning. Firstly, phonemic coding 
ability refers to being able to perceive and memorize new sounds. It should be noted that phonetic 
short-term memory was discussed in more detail in Section 2.2 and that it, indeed, seems to be a 
central predictor in successful vocabulary acquisition. Secondly, grammatical sensitivity describes 
the ability to recognize the functions of words in sentences. With regard to vocabulary acquisition, 
this category does not appear to be as relevant, as it relates more to the syntactic features of a language. 
Thirdly, inductive language learning ability signifies being able to identify patterns and to deduce 
generalizations or rules. Pattern-recognition will be further discussed in Section 2.4. Fourthly, 
memory and learning is category that refers to memorizing language data and learning language as 
chunks or unanalyzed wholes. Certainly, it seems that memory is emphasized in all foreign language 
learning as argued in Section 2.2. 
Nonetheless, it should be noted that while language-learning aptitude can predict an individual’s 
performance in foreign language learning in general, vocabulary acquisition is a more specific part 
of it. Naturally, it poses its own challenges and struggles. Whether there are other possible routes to 
success at vocabulary learning is what this study attempts to discover. After all, a mere talent at 
something does not guarantee success in it. 
 
2.4 Vocabulary learning and pattern-recognition 
Despite the possible limits set by their mother tongue and their memory, it is clear that all learners 
need to learn the words somehow. For instance, not all learners have the same capacity for 
phonological short-term memory. Those who are more successful at it certainly have it easier than 
those whose phonological memory is more limited, and those whose mother tongue has many 
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resemblances with English may face a lighter learning burden for new words. Nation (2001: 42) 
argues that learners can overcome the limitations of their phonological memory as well as the extreme 
differences between their mother tongue and the target language, in this case, Finnish and English. 
Nation (2001: 42) notes that instead of mere phonological repetition, teachers can aid the learners by 
drawing their attention to connections between the shape of a word they are studying and other words 
they already know. In other words, noticing that the shape of foreign words is not random but rather 
systematic helps the learners’ mental processing of new vocabulary. 
As previously noted, foreign language vocabulary acquisition is a massive task since there are so 
many words than need to be learned. Fortunately, there are similarities that learners are able to notice 
and then to use with their prior vocabulary knowledge to guess the meaning of some new words. This 
is the strategy that Nation (2001: 42) recommends learners adopt, especially in order to learn high 
frequency vocabulary. One possible strategy could be for learners to try to decipher word meanings 
by focusing on morphemes that vocabulary items share. Morphemes are the smallest units that a word 
consists, for example, root words and affixes. Thus, paying attention to such details can aid learners 
in drastically reducing the number of words that they need to learn by heart. 
According to Pacheco and Goodwin (2013: 542), morphology has been shown to support vocabulary 
acquisition in many ways. Pupils can parse together parts of a word that they recognize from 
somewhere else or draw comparisons between similar roots and, thus, similar meanings. Naturally, 
this greatly reduces efforts that learners have to make in order to memorize the amount of new words 
that they encounter. However, Pacheco and Goodwin (2013: 541-542) point out that providing 
morphology instruction seems to have only limited improvement with regard to learners’ vocabulary 
knowledge. It would appear that this paying attention to small units of words is not necessarily 
something that can be taught, but rather something which some pupils and their problem-solving 
skills are simply better at utilizing. 
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This ability is something that Dulay et al (1982: 76-77) refer to as analytical tendencies. According 
to Dulay et al (1982: 76), an analytic personality enables the learner to “perceive individual items 
that may be relatively difficult to distinguish from their visual background”. Hence, learners with 
more analytical tendencies would be better able to notice and identify morphemes. Dulay et al (1982: 
77) also note these type of learners seem to be more apt at consciously adapting metalinguistic skills. 
For them, teaching morphology could, consequently, lead to more successful vocabulary acquisition, 
as well. 
Obviously, in order to be able to recognize small units within words new and unfamiliar words, 
learners have to pay close attention to the learning material. According to Nation (2001: 34), teachers 
should on the first encounter draw attention to and explain the new words. In other words, the process 
of learning new words should start with explicit learning. The difference between explicit and implicit 
learning is usually explained with consciousness and intention. Compared to implicit learning, 
explicit learning is more conscious and there is a clear intention to learn. Explicit learning of 
vocabulary items can be utilized to ensure that pupils receive the amount of repetitions needed in 
order to truly learn new words, as discussed in Section 2.2. Teachers’ control on how many times a 
new word is met in different contexts can both help to enrich vocabulary knowledge and help the 
pupils to repeat the word for a necessary number of times. Obviously, explicit learning is easier to 
accomplish when the amount of words that need to be learned is smaller. Hence, in later stages of 
language learning pupils are more often left on their own, using strategies such as guessing with the 
help of familiar morphemes. Thus, one could assume that vocabulary learning in Finnish schools 
should move from explicit towards implicit, in order for pupils to gain a vocabulary that is as large 
as necessary. Naturally, this poses distinct challenges for them as well. 
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2.5 Vocabulary learning and exposure to the foreign language 
While explicitly focusing on new words appears to be vital in order to learn them, one should not 
forget the importance of implicit learning either. While Nation (2001: 34) recommends that teachers 
first draw attention to and explain new words, he also points out that from there on learners should 
be left to encounter the words in “meaning focused use”. In other words, after explicit learning of 
new word forms, learners’ knowledge should be enriched with implicit learning. In implicit learning, 
there is no conscious attempt to learn but rather just paying attention to stimuli. Nation (2001: 33-34) 
argues that both implicit and explicit learning are necessary in order to gain comprehensive word 
knowledge. 
Knowing how a word is spelled, how it is pronounced and what its translation equivalent is might 
seem sufficient at first, but a word carries much more information than that. We have to know how it 
is used, when it is used and what other words are connected with it. Such vocabulary knowledge can 
only be attained if the learning situations offer and support all these types of information. Thus, it is 
important to make sure that the learners are able to learn vocabulary in a realistic context related to 
it. 
Encountering words in a realistic context means there needs to be enough exposure to the real use of 
the target language, not just studying word lists by heart. Nation (2001) discusses vocabulary learning 
through listening, speaking, reading and writing. All of these mediums can provide the learner with 
opportunities to encounter new vocabulary items. However, simply having opportunities to encounter 
new words is not enough. Nation (2001: 118) argues that one of the key factors in encouraging 
learning is interest. When learners are interested in the material, they naturally pay closer attention to 
it. After all, noticing a new word is the first step in learning it (Nation 2001: 63-66). Nation argues 
(2001: 118) that vocabulary is more likely to be learned, for instance, from a story that a learner is 
listening to if the learner is interested in the story. While teachers can and should attempt to offer 
learning material that learners are interested in, it is not always easy to choose material that a room 
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full of teenagers would find interesting. As a result, learners’ own interests and whether those interests 
involve using English allow them to encounter new vocabulary in a context that they are personally 
interested in. 
While teachers can, and should, attempt to provide naturalistic opportunities for learners to use the 
language, it seems clear that using English outside classrooms becomes vital as well. Especially as 
the amount of words that need to be learned increases, time spent in classrooms becomes extremely 
limited. A couple of hours a week spent in an English class simply will not be enough, especially 
with regard to how dimensional word knowledge should be.  Moving from the primary school level 
on to the later stages of education signifies also moving from low frequency words to high frequency 
ones. Nevertheless, the necessary amount of repetitions stays the same although there are now more 
words that need to be learned. More and more, the responsibility seems to rest on the learner’s 
shoulders. 
 
2.6 Vocabulary learning and personality 
In addition to the previously discussed possible individual differences, there are some other 
characteristics that researchers have studied in relation to foreign language learning. In this study, 
these are grouped under the concept of learner’s personality. The term personality appears to be 
usually very vaguely and unscientifically defined. It is a concept that people are simply expected to 
understand. Dulay et al (1982: 75) define the term personality “informally as an aggregate of traits 
characteristic of a particular individual”. In other words, an individual’s personality is compiled of 
aspects such as extroversion, confidence, self-esteem and empathy. In this section, I discuss three 
possible personality-related factors: self-confidence, extroversion and motivation. 
Firstly, Dulay et al (1982: 75) argue that self-confidence is one of the highest predictors in successful 
foreign language learning. Believing in oneself and one’s abilities seems to be a key factor in terms 
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of foreign language acquisition. With regard to self-confidence, Dulay et al (1982: 75) focus on the 
concept of anxiety level. Lower anxiety levels seem to lead to learners’ pursuing new experiences 
and situations. Hence, they are more likely to try out new vocabulary items they have learned in real 
communication. Dulay et al (1982: 75) suggest that self-confident learners are less worried over 
rejection and making mistakes, and thus, put themselves in learning situations more often and are 
more able to take in and process new information. In fact, higher anxiety levels seem to hinder second 
language acquisition to such an extent that researchers have devised a word to describe the 
phenomenon. MacIntyre and Gardner (1989: 251–275) define the term language anxiety as 
phenomenon of feeling unease or worry about using a foreign language. According to Pihko (2009: 
60-68), language anxiety is common in Finnish schools as well and, curiously, even among those 
pupils who get excellent grades in English. With regard to this study, I attempt to discover whether 
self-confidence is as important to successful vocabulary acquisition as it seems to be to second 
language learning in general. 
Secondly, Dulay et al (1982: 75) state that extroversion is another factor closely connected to 
successful foreign language acquisition. Extroversion can be defined as a “tendency to be outgoing” 
(Dulay et al 1982: 75) which, similarly to self-confidence, results in learners seeking out real 
communication situations and, in general, attempting to use the new language more than introverts. 
Hence, extroversion can result in new vocabulary items receiving more repetitions and being used in 
a realistic context. Extroverts would, thus, seem to be more effective and motivated communicators. 
In addition, it has been suggested that extroversion is linked with happiness and positive affect (cf. 
Lucas and Baird 2004, Lucas et al 2008). Whether extroversion is an advantage in vocabulary 
acquisition in particular is something that this study seeks to determine. 
Thirdly, motivation to learn should be considered with regard to successful foreign language 
acquisition. Dörnyei (1998: 17) states that motivation influences second language acquisition to such 
extent that it can even account for shortcomings in learners’ other abilities. In other words, even gifted 
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learners seem to have trouble learning an entire new language if they are lacking the sufficient 
motivation. In addition, adults and children appear have very different motivations for making an 
effort to learn a new language. While adults might be able to motivate themselves to study a new 
language because it is useful or interesting in itself, children are extremely concerned with if the 
learning is fun or not. Brumen (2010: 719) notes that we cannot apply the research on adult learners’ 
motivations for foreign language learning on children. According to Brumen’s (2010) study, children 
liked foreign language learning because they were physically active and felt a sense of 
accomplishment after completing a task at hand. In other words, play is important for young learners. 
Despite the fact that it is important for the learners to take responsibility for their own actions, it 
seems clear that in the primary school level much help is still needed in guiding the pupils to become 
good language learners. Thus, the responsibility of effective foreign language learning lies mostly on 
the teacher’s shoulders during these years of learning. 
Such findings on learners’ self-confidence, extroversion and motivation suggest that one should not 
judge the learner’s giftedness in foreign language acquisition too hastily. While aspects such as 
memory and skill for pattern-recognition certainly seem to contribute to success at vocabulary 
acquisition, there could be a much wider picture for linguists and teachers to consider when 
examining who is and who is not good at learning vocabulary. This study aspires to further map out 
the undeniably complex phenomenon of success at vocabulary acquisition from teachers’ viewpoints 
in Finland.  
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3. Methodology 
It is evident that the research methods that are available to any researcher are numerous and variable. 
However, choosing and using the suitable methodology is extremely important as the analysis should 
not be based on merely a careful reading of the data by a researcher. Choosing the appropriate 
methodology is how the research can attempt to provide the most descriptive results. Figuratively put, 
it would be silly to use scissors to cut wood and a saw to cut paper. Similarly, not all approaches are 
always equally suitable but rather they should be chosen based on the purposes of the study as well 
as the data available. 
This chapter illustrates the process of collecting and analyzing the data for this study. Firstly, I explain 
how and from whom the data was gathered. Secondly, I present the questionnaire that was sent out 
to the participants of the study. Thirdly, I examine how the respondents of the study were distributed 
throughout the different levels of education in Finland. Fourthly, I discuss the method of content 
analysis the central research method utilized in this study. Lastly, I describe how and through which 
means the data provided by the participants was analyzed. After all, a clear description of the data 
collection and analysis helps to ensure the reliability and the validity of any study. 
 
3.1 Gathering the data 
As this study examines the phenomenon of success in vocabulary acquisition through the viewpoint 
of English teachers in Finland, it was necessary to have a wide range of English teachers from all 
over Finland to participate in the study. As a result, the request to participate in the study was sent 
electronically via The Association of Teachers of English in Finland who forwarded it to their mailing 
list. According to The Association of Teachers of English in Finland’s webpage, it is an association 
of approximately 3000 members from all levels of education that aims to support English teachers in 
28 
 
their work. The association also states that it is the biggest organization of English teachers in Finland. 
Thus, it provided an excellent channel for gathering the data for this study. 
The participants of the study were English teachers from all levels of the Finnish education system. 
This allowed the responses from those who work in primary schools to be compared with those who 
only work in subsequent levels of education. In addition, there is no separate association for English 
teachers in lower or in higher levels of education, consequently, gathering the data from only one or 
the other would have been significantly more difficult. 
It is important to note that participating in the study was strictly voluntary. Thus, it is likely that the 
participants in general felt that they had something to share concerning the topic. As such, the results 
cannot express the thoughts of all the English teachers in Finland. However, they certainly provided 
sufficient information to describe the phenomenon. In addition, it could be expected that voluntary 
participation would result in a quite low response rate. Such was indeed the case, as altogether only 
117 responses were received. However, the responses offer a satisfactory overview of the opinions 
and the views of English teachers in Finland. After all, the purpose of this study is to map out the 
phenomenon with the help of the teachers, instead of focusing on analyzing the participants 
themselves. In addition, it should be remembered that even a relatively small amount of teachers 
encounters a great amount of learners, thus providing data of a much bigger phenomenon than their 
exact amount would otherwise suggest. 
 
3.2 The questionnaire 
The participants were sent a link to an electronic questionnaire that was created with the University 
of Eastern Finland’s version of a program called E-lomake. This program was used to design a 
questionnaire that consisted of six questions and took approximately ten to fifteen minutes to answer. 
The questionnaire began by defining at which levels of education the participants worked, then moved 
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on to an overview of their thoughts on the topic and finally focused on their perceptions of more or 
less successful vocabulary learners. The questions moved from choosing the best option from a 
closed-ended set of alternatives to answering longer, open-ended questions. This was done so that the 
questionnaire and the topic itself would be more approachable to the participants. In essence, 
beginning with closed-ended questions and, for example, agreeing or disagreeing with different 
statements helped the participants to ease in to the topic and provoked their thoughts on it. 
All the questions with their exact wording and the additional information from the questionnaire are 
available in Appendix 1. The themes of the six questions that the participants were asked to answer 
were as follows: 
Question 1. The background of the respondent 
Question 2. General opinions on vocabulary acquisition 
Question 3. Vocabulary learning methods in primary schools versus in later studies 
Question 4. Different qualities that a successful learner might possess 
Question 5. Different types of pupils who are considered to be good at vocabulary learning 
Question 6. Helping those pupils who struggle with vocabulary learning 
As noted above, the questions moved from general to more specific as well as from closed-ended to 
open-ended. Firstly, the background of the participants was surveyed so that it would be possible to 
see at which levels of education they worked. This was taken into account in order to see if all levels 
of education were represented in the data and whether there could be differences in answers due to 
the participants’ occupations. Secondly, participants were asked to agree or to disagree with eight 
general statements on vocabulary learning. The statements covered aspects such as if the teachers 
thought that pupils liked learning vocabulary and whether they considered word tests to be useful. 
This was conducted in order to help them ease into the topic at hand. The statements were 
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purposefully chosen so that they were quite blunt in wording and consequently would provoke the 
participants’ thoughts on the matter. Thirdly, the participants were asked whether certain vocabulary 
learning methods were more useful in primary schools or in later studies. For instance, the participants 
were asked to choose whether learning vocabulary by repeating or by participating in discussion was 
more important in primary schools or in later studies. Similarly to the previous question, this was 
meant to mainly provoke the participants’ thoughts on the topic. For this question, the option I don’t 
know was also available. 
The questionnaire then moved on to the actual focus of this study: the more or the less successful 
vocabulary learners. In Question 4, the respondents were asked to arrange ten different qualities of a 
successful vocabulary learner in an order of importance. The qualities were chosen due to the previous 
research on individual differences in vocabulary acquisition. All of the qualities have been further 
discussed in Chapter 2 as they form the theoretical background of this study. The ten qualities that 
the participants had to assess were as follows: pays attention to details, extroversion, focus, good 
memory, learns fast, positive attitude towards learning, skilled at using her/his mother tongue, thinks 
logically, uses English outside the classroom, and self-confidence. The participants were asked to 
assess these by assigning them with numbers from one to ten so that one would stand for the most 
important quality, two for the second most important one, and so on. Fifthly, the participants were 
requested to describe a pupil of theirs that they considered to be a good vocabulary learner. This was 
the first open-ended question of the questionnaire. In essence, the participants provided brief case 
studies on different types of successful vocabulary learners. This was requested so that it would be 
possible to examine what type of qualities these learners would share and if it would be possible to 
be successful at vocabulary acquisition through different routes and methods. Lastly, in Question 6, 
the participants were asked to describe how they help those pupils who struggle with vocabulary 
acquisition. This question was an open-ended one as well. This was taken into consideration in order 
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to see how the teachers would help those in need and if these ways corresponded with those qualities 
that the more successful vocabulary learners were noted to possess. 
All in all, the questionnaire worked as well as it was expected to. Not all the questions in it were as 
relevant to the focus of this study as others. Some questions provided data that proved to be more 
prolific than others. Generally speaking, the last three questions turned out to be the most productive 
ones. This was expected as they were the ones that concentrated on the specific focus of this study: 
success in vocabulary learning. 
 
3.3 The distribution of the participants 
In Finland, many English teachers might simultaneously work at several levels of education. This is 
mostly due to the fact that the Finnish basic education is provided within a single structure. While 
pupils usually spend six years in primary school and then three years in lower secondary school, from 
the viewpoint of the administration, all nine years in basic education are connected. Sometimes even 
an upper secondary school might share the same administration as a primary school. Consequently, 
an English teacher might have some classes with primary school pupils and some with upper 
secondary school students. This was taken into consideration when creating the questionnaire and it 
was possible for the participants to choose more than one option from the following set of alternatives: 
primary school, lower secondary school, upper secondary school, and somewhere else. 
Additionally, many English teachers have a degree that allows them to work in all levels of the Finnish 
school system. Thus, the participants of the study might have worked previously at the primary school 
level and later on at some other level of education. This would signify that they might have personal 
views and opinions from different stages of education despite currently working at only one specific 
level. For the purposes of this study, this is both an advantage and a hindrance. On one hand, such 
participants might have a more comprehensive view of studying English in Finland. On the other 
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hand, this would make drawing strict comparisons between different participants and their 
backgrounds difficult and unreliable. 
As suspected, answers to Question 1 show that many teachers worked at multiple levels of education. 
In fact, 28 respondents worked in two or more levels of the Finnish school system. This resulted in 
the fact that the total amount of the mentions of each level of education was higher than the amount 
of participants. While 117 teachers participated in the study, different levels of education were 
reported to be worked at for a total of 148 times. In sum, there were 30 teachers who worked in 
primary schools, 46 teachers who worked in lower secondary school, 53 teachers who worked in 
upper secondary school, and 19 teachers who worked somewhere else. Table 3.1 includes all the 
mentioned combinations of participants’ occupations. The data has been presented as the exact 
amounts of the participants and as the percentages that have been rounded off to two decimals. 
 
Table 3.1 The occupational backgrounds of the participants. 
 
As a result, while defining the participant’s background allowed for checking that all levels of 
education were present in the data, it is nearly impossible to compare answers between different 
levels. Teachers who worked at several levels of education could provide examples from any of those 
levels, thus skewing the results. Therefore, comparisons between different levels of English learning 
in Finland were mostly excluded from this study. After all, the focus of the study was to map out how 
the phenomenon of success in vocabulary acquisition was regarded from the viewpoint of English 
n %
only upper secondary school 36 30.77
only lower secondary school 19 16.24
only somewhere else 18 15.38
only primary school 16 13.68
lower secondary school and upper secondary school 13 11.11
primary school and lower secondary school 11 9.4
primary school, lower secondary school and upper secondary school 3 2.56
upper secondary school and somewhere else 1 0.85
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teachers in Finland in general. Some comparisons were made between, for example, those who 
worked in primary school (possibly among other levels) and those who did not, but mostly, all data 
was analyzed together. This provides a large-scale overview of the topic. 
 
3.4 Content analysis 
Content analysis is a widely used qualitative research technique. According to Weber (1990), the 
main idea in content analysis is to classify and categorize texts in content categories. These texts can 
be simplified and grouped together based on their similarities, whether it is their precise meaning or 
similar connotations. This method of analysis can be used to reveal trends and patterns in content. 
Weber (1990) notes that content analysis is especially useful in coding open-ended questions. This is 
the most important reason it was chosen to be used in this study. 
It is important to note that content analysis is not the same as careful reading of texts. Krippendorff 
(2004: 37) emphasizes the fact that, as a research technique, content analysis is expected to be reliable 
and, thus, replicable. In other words, Krippendorff (2004: 24) necessitates that others should arrive at 
the same conclusions as the analyst if they apply the same technique with the same criteria to the 
same material. As such, the analysis needs to be clearly defined. How the data was categorized and 
based on which criteria it was classified should be explicitly explained to ensure the validness of the 
results. It is crucial that content analysis should strive to be more than merely an analyst’s personal 
take on a subject. 
In order to be able to examine the data scientifically, Krippendorff (2004: 37) suggests that the 
analysis of the texts should begin with research questions that are prepared in advance. This aids in 
assuring that the analyst is not affected by the texts. For instance, one can be influenced by a book 
one reads so that its arguments convince the reader of their truthfulness. Instead, content analysis 
requires the texts to be read for a purpose. According to Krippendorff (2004: 37), this aids the research 
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in being efficient and empirically grounded. In other words, it will be easier to approach the data and 
the results will be clearly observable from it. In this study, the analysis began with the help of aims, 
objectives and hypotheses outlined in Section 1.4. The data was approached with the theoretical 
background on individual differences in vocabulary acquisition in mind, as well as with the prior 
knowledge of the Finnish school system. 
It should be noted that the method of content analysis can be utilized in many ways. One of the 
fundamental questions is whether it is qualitative or quantitative in nature. Krippendorff (2004: 88) 
argues that all analyses of texts start with the qualitative approach, for texts are qualitative in nature. 
Krippendorff (2004: 88) notes that quantification of the data can sometimes be useful but it is not a 
prerequisite. Namely, some details might be useful to be turned into numbers and counted, but not 
all. In this study, some of the data has been quantified and some has not, depending on the research 
questions through which it has been approached. 
In addition to the differences between the qualitative and quantitative approaches, Hsieh and Shannon 
(2005) have identified three different approaches that are currently used in content analyses. Hsieh 
and Shannon (2005) label these the conventional approach, the directed approach, and the summative 
approach. According to Hsieh and Shannon’s (2005) definitions, differences between these 
approaches are due to how the data is initially organized. While the conventional approach allows for 
the coding of categories to be derived directly from the texts, the directed approach requires for the 
analysis be based on a theory or relevant research findings that guide the process. The approach of 
the analysis can also be summative, in which case there are calculations and comparisons which then 
help in the interpretation the underlying context. All of these are utilized in this study, based on which 
research questions the data is expected to answer. 
After choosing the suitable approach, there are several details that can be considered in order to reach 
conclusions based on the data. Krippendorff (2004: 62-63) instructs the reader on how to examine the 
following five aspects: the presence (or the absence) of reference, the frequency in which a reference 
35 
 
occurs, the characteristics that are attributed to a reference, the qualifications assigned to a reference, 
and the frequency of co-occurrence of two references. Firstly, if a concept or an idea is present in the 
data, Krippendorff (2004: 62) notes that we can assume that the source knows of it. For instance, if a 
participant of this study mentions learning strategies, we can assume this teacher is aware of them. 
Secondly, Krippendorff (2004: 62) states the frequency in which a concept or an idea occurs can 
signify its importance. A case in point could be how many times the participants mention 
memorization of words. Thirdly, Krippendorff (2004: 62) argues that whether the characteristics of a 
concept or an idea are favorable or unfavorable indicates the source’s attitude towards them. For 
example, the attributes that the participants of this study assign to word tests describe how positively 
or negatively they perceive them. Fourthly, Krippendorff (2004: 62) points out that qualifications 
indicate intensity, strength or uncertainty surrounding a concept or an idea. Namely, adjectives and 
hedges that are used in connection to a specific reference signify how the sources react to it. Fifthly, 
Krippendorff (2004: 63) notes that the frequency in which two (or more) concepts or ideas co-occur 
suggest to which degree these two are associated by the sources. In other words, if the participants of 
this study were to mention concepts such as good memory and successful learning frequently 
together, we could assume that they associate these two together. 
All in all, it is vital that content analysis is conducted as any scientific research would be. While it is 
important to realize that the analyst can never be truly invisible in the process, there are measures that 
can be taken into consideration to try and ensure that the results are replicable and, consequently, 
reliable. Finally, Krippendorff (2004: 80) remarks that content analysis is most likely to succeed when 
the analyst is familiar with the topic and especially the language surrounding it and when the analysis 
addresses “linguistically constituted social realities”. As such, it is obviously useful that I am 
personally acquainted with learning English in Finnish schools and the topic is regarded through the 
viewpoint of teachers and their descriptions of vocabulary learning in Finnish schools.  
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3.5 Organizing the data 
Firstly, all the participants were given identification codes in order which they had responded to the 
questionnaire. In other words, the first participant was labeled as P001 and the last one as P117. This 
was done in order to be able to distinguish between different responses and different participants in 
case it would be necessary later on. After this, the data from each question was analyzed in suitable 
ways. 
As expected in advance, Question 4, Question 5 and Question 6 provided the most prolific and the 
most elaborate answers. This was indeed the purpose of the arrangement and the wording of the 
questionnaire as well. As a result, those questions along with the background of the participants have 
been concentrated on in the analysis of the results. At first, Question 2 and Question 3 were examined 
as well but it turned out that they did not provide data that would be useful or even reliable to focus 
on. For instance, a great amount of participants chose the option I don’t know in Question 3 and many 
left an additional comment that the statements in Question 2 were not nearly as simple as they were 
worded out to be. As a result, they were elected to be treated as warm-up questions and will not be 
further analyzed in this paper. Consequently, the analysis presented in this paper focuses on Question 
4, Question 5 and Question 6, all of which were analyzed through suitable quantitative or qualitative 
methods. 
The data from Question 4, rating the qualities of a successful vocabulary learner from one to ten, is 
quantitative in nature and, consequently, has been analyzed through quantitative means. The 
responses to this question are of ordinal scale. Thus, they can be arranged in a certain order but we 
cannot count their means or otherwise treat them as numeric values. In terms of ordinal scale data, 
information about the data can be expressed with modes and medians. Mode is the value that appears 
most frequently in a sample. Median is the value that in the middle of sample that has been arranged 
in a numerical order. Thus, mode expresses which value is the most prominent one in a sample and 
median helps to illustrate how all of the values in a sample have been distributed. These statistics 
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were used to analyze the data from Question 4. For some samples in this data, there were two equal 
modes. These are depicted in square brackets. 
The data from Question 5 and Question 6 is qualitative and has been analyzed via the method of 
content analysis. This research method has been further discussed in the previous section. Analyzing 
the data from these two research questions, I have coded examples under similar themes to be able to 
examine the perceptions of the participants. The analysis has been conducted this way, not in order 
to examine any single participant’s opinions, but rather to better understand the phenomenon as a 
whole. The approach chosen for analyzing Question 5 was summative content analysis which was, to 
a large extent, directed by the previous research on individual differences on vocabulary acquisition. 
This approach was chosen in order to be able to examine which traits were the most prominent ones 
and which traits frequently occurred together. It should be noted that while this part of the analysis 
was directed and supported by quantitative means, the amount of examples was insufficient for a 
comprehensive statistical analysis. As a result, this process of quantification should not be treated as 
an encompassing statistical analysis but, rather, as a support and an assistance of the qualitative 
content analysis of the examples. On the other hand, the approach used in the analysis of Question 6 
was conventional content analysis. This was chosen because the question was extremely open, setting 
only a few limits to its respondents and, as a result, the responses covered a wide scale of topics and 
opinions. 
In Question 5, the participants had to describe a pupil of theirs that they considered to be good at 
vocabulary learning. In order to better evaluate which traits appeared to be most prominent in these 
case studies, the data was categorized and quantified. Based on the descriptions that the participants 
provided, different categories were designed so that each detail that was mentioned in the participants’ 
examples would fit into one of them. Each example provided by the participants contained details 
from a minimum of one to a maximum of six of these categories. In addition, the matrix that was 
constructed from these examples provides information on the total amounts of mentions of each 
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category as well as which categories were mentioned together. This matrix is available in Appendix 
3. 
In designing the suitable categories, it was essential that, on the one hand, the categories had to be 
general enough to allow for different descriptions of the same overall concept. On the other hand, the 
boundaries of each category had to be exact enough so that no detail would fit in two categories 
simultaneously.  As a result, I constructed and defined ten different categories. These categories have 
been labeled as Attitude, Using English outside classroom, Work ethic, Motivation, Study habits, 
Talent, Focus, Confidence, Social skills, and Memory. It should be noted that only positive mentions 
were included in the matrix. Negative mentions were defined as descriptions of learners not 
possessing one of the designed categories. In other words, if a participant would have written that 
their pupil had a poor memory, this mention would not have been counted, since the category of 
Memory only holds positive mentions of learners’ memory. These categories are further defined and 
exemplified in the next chapter. 
In Question 6, the participants were requested to describe how they helped pupils who struggled with 
vocabulary acquisition. Conventional content analysis proved to be the most sensible method for 
analyzing these responses, as the topic was approached in multiple and diverse different ways. In 
other words, the classification of themes was not directed by any specific theory and there was no 
quantification of the responses. Instead, the organization of the data derived directly from the data. 
The coding of the responses was began from the general viewpoints of the responses and moved 
towards more specific ones, based on what type of examples and notions the participants provided. 
This was done in order to better describe how the teachers perceived the entity of success in 
vocabulary learning.  
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4. Results and discussion 
This chapter presents and discusses the results of the study. The data, the way it was processed and 
organized, and what type of results the analysis revealed are discussed in three separate sections. 
Firstly, Section 4.1 explains which qualities participants rated to be most important. Secondly, Section 
4.2 introduces participants’ own examples and descriptions of individuals who they consider to be 
good at vocabulary learning. Thirdly, Section 4.3 regards these qualities in connection to one another. 
Fourthly, Section 4.4 discusses the participants’ ideas on how to help those pupils who struggle with 
the task of vocabulary learning. Furthermore, the hypotheses of this study are discussed in relation to 
the results. 
 
4.1 Rating the importance of different qualities that ensure success 
In order to provide a general overview on what qualities the participants perceive as the most or the 
least important in vocabulary acquisition, it is useful to examine the responses to Question 4. The 
participants were asked to arrange ten different qualities in the order of importance, so that 1 would 
be the most important, 2 the second most important, and so on. The ten qualities that the participants 
were asked to arrange were the following:  Pays attention to details, Extrovercy, Focus, Good 
memory, Learns fast, Positive attitude towards learning, Skilled at using her/his mother tongue, 
Thinks logically, Uses English outside the classroom, and Self-confidence. 
The participants were also explicitly asked to use each number only once. Out of 117 responses, 17 
responses had to be disqualified from this part of the study as they failed to do this. Some of these 
participants wrote me an additional note stating that they did not feel comfortable choosing one option 
over another. While this is certainly understandable, their answers to Question 4 had to be 
disregarded. As a result, there were altogether 100 responses to be analyzed. A matrix containing all 
of these results is available in Appendix 2. 
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Table 4.1 depicts the modes and the medians of Question 4. The purposes and the usages of modes 
and medians have been discussed in Section 3.4. In this study, modes and medians are used in order 
to express what qualities were regarded as the most important and the least important and how were 
the opinions of the participants distributed. The modes express how important did the largest group 
of teachers find each of the ten qualities. In addition, the medians illustrate to what extent the teachers 
agreed upon the importance of each quality. 
 
Table 4.1 The modes and the medians of Question 4. 
 
The qualities that were the most popular choices for the most important quality shared by successful 
vocabulary learners were Positive attitude towards learning (mode 1) and Good memory (mode 1). 
Along with these two, Uses English outside classroom (mode 2) as well as Focus (mode [2, 3]) were 
found to be relatively important. Additionally, many of the qualities were perceived as somewhat 
neutral, with their modes ranging from 4 to 7. In contrast to the most popular choices, Extrovercy 
(mode 10) and Self-confidence (mode 9) were found as the least important qualities. Interestingly, the 
quality that most teachers agreed upon to be the most important one was Positive attitude towards 
learning (median 1). This alternative was clearly more popular than Good memory (median 4), Uses 
English outside classroom (median 5) or Focus (median 4). Thus, it is obvious that, out of these 
options, the interest and the approach that a learner has towards studying English is the most relevant 
factor in vocabulary acquisition, according to English teachers in Finland. 
mode median
Pays attention to details 5 6
Extrovercy 10 10
Focus [2, 3] 4
Good memory 1 4
Learns fast [4, 7] 6
Positive attitude towards learning 1 1
Skilled at using her/his mother tongue 6 6
Thinks logically 7 6
Uses English outside the classroom 2 5
Self-confidence 9 8
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As a result, hypotheses 1 and 3 of this study can be argued to be at least partly accurate.  Good 
memory was indeed one of the qualities that the participants rated as important in Question 4. 
However, fast learning speed was not emphasized in these answers, with the quality of Learns fast 
acquiring a relatively neutral mode and median. In addition, teachers valued traits such as having a 
positive attitude, being able to focus and using the target language outside classroom. 
 
4.2 The qualities that exist in the case studies of the successful learners 
In addition to evaluating the importance of a closed set of alternatives in Question 4, the participants 
were also asked to describe in their own words a pupil who they considered to be good at vocabulary 
learning. In Question 5, the participants were asked to choose one of their own pupils who they 
considered a successful vocabulary learner and describe her/him in as much detail as they wanted. In 
other words, the participants provided their own, brief case studies about individual learners. Out of 
the total of 117 responses to the questionnaire, 19 responses to this particular question had to be 
disqualified. Some of the disqualified responses had been left completely blank while some had stated 
that they for one reason or another did not feel comfortable answering this question. However, three 
responses contained descriptions of two separate learners. These were analyzed as two separate 
examples of a good vocabulary learner. In total, 101 different examples by 98 different participants 
were analyzed. 
Throughout the responses to Question 5, it is extremely clear that there are many different types of 
good vocabulary learners. No examples were exactly alike, illustrating clearly that the responses are 
describing individuals, not traits shared between them. In fact, one of responses that had to be 
disqualified stated the following: 
P006: “There are more than one way to skin a cat. Good vocabulary learners can be 
very that different types of person.” 
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This participant did not want to describe just one of the learners. However, the aim of this question 
was to gather different descriptions of individual learners, while being aware and appreciating the 
fact that pupils can be very different, yet equally successful at learning. Fortunately, most participants 
understood this, some of them began their answers by noting that the pupils can be very different 
from each other and then continued by choosing one example and describing that pupil. 
Based on the descriptions, ten suitable categories were designed. The process of designing these 
categories has been further explained in Section 3.4. In short, the traits which were mentioned by the 
teachers had to be placed in categories in order to see which of them were most prominent and to see 
whether some traits frequently or never manifested together. Table 4.2 contains explanations and 
examples of each of these categories. Note that the percentages relate to the total number of examples 
provided by the participants, that is, 101 examples. 
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Table 4.2 The categories for Question 5 defined and exemplified. 
 
 
Table 4.2 illustrates the total amount of mentions of each category in the order of frequency. The 
most frequently mentioned category was Attitude (54.46%) which contained expressions such as “is 
interested in foreign languages”, “has positive attitude towards learning” and “likes English”. Nearly 
all of the mentions of Attitude were very general and noncontroversial, so it is possibly quite 
unsurprising that it was the most frequent category. The second and the third most frequently 
category definition example n %
Attitude
The pupil l ikes studying English and/or has a positive 
attitude towards school and learning.
P017: ”has a positive 
attitude towards 
learning a foreign 
language”
55 54.46
Using English 
outside 
classroom
The pupil uses English in her/his spare time by, for 
example, reading, l istening to music, playing computer 
games or talking with English-speaking friends.
P002: ”reads a lot 
English magazines, 
books etc.”
47 46.53
Work ethic
The pupil is hard-working and does her/his school 
work diligently.
P064: ”prepared to 
make the effort of 
studying”
45 44.55
Motivation The pupil is motivated and/or ambitious.
P008: ”[h]ighly 
motivated”
33 32.67
Study habits
The pupil has good learning habits and/or studies 
vocabulary in different, diverse ways.
P030: ”he has adapted 
good learning methods 
to learn vocabulary”
31 30.69
Talent
The pupil is a fast learner and/or learning seems to be 
easy for her/him.
P014: ”learning is easy 
to her”
30 29.7
Focus
The pupil pays attention in class and/or to the 
material she/he is studying.
P048: ”concentrates 
on studying”
22 21.78
Confidence
The pupil is confident and/or not afraid of using 
English.
P106: ”[n]ot afraid to 
use the language”
17 16.83
Social Skills
The pupil is sociable and/or is able to work well with 
her/his peers.
P042: ”ability to work 
with a partner”
16 15.84
Memory
The pupil has a good memory and/or remembering 
words is easy for her/him.
P104: ”[h]as a good 
memory”
15 14.85
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mentioned were Using English outside classroom (46.53%) and Work ethic (44.55%). Examples of 
Using English outside classroom included reading, communicating with foreign friends and watching 
television programs. Nonetheless, the most frequently mentioned activity in this category seemed to 
be playing computer games online. This so-called gaming culture was heavily emphasized in the data 
and many participants throughout all levels of education appeared to recognize its value in actively 
using and acquiring new vocabulary. While the importance of using the target language outside school 
is hardly surprising, what is more interesting is the amount of references to Work ethic. This category 
included mentions such as willingness to work hard, always doing the homework and so on. Many 
participants highlighted the importance of this category specifically with regard to vocabulary 
acquisition. Some even noted that vocabulary learning was an aspect of language learning where 
pupils who were otherwise struggling with the language could excel in if they were willing to make 
enough effort. 
Each of the following three categories was mentioned in approximately a third of the examples. These 
were Motivation (32.67%), Study habits (30.69%), and Talent (29.7%). Firstly, references to a pupil’s 
motivation to learn English were often used to begin a description. Motivation also included many 
mentions of how the pupil her/himself was aware why learning English was useful for themselves. 
This highlights the importance of a personalized approach to learning material. Secondly, many 
teachers referred to a pupil’s good and organized learning habits. Some described a pupil’s use of 
learning strategies (e.g. Oxford 1990, O'Malley and Chamot 1990), while some just stated that their 
example of a good vocabulary learner was very organized in her/his learning process. Thirdly, 30 
participants (that is, 29.7%) described their pupil as someone who was naturally gifted at learning. 
Talent included, for example, mentions of effortlessness, learning fast and being clever or smart. In 
other words, this appears to be the quality that linguistics generally refers to as language learning 
aptitude. It is interesting that such references were not more frequent in the examples. 
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The four least frequently mentioned categories were Focus (21.78%), Confidence (16.83%), Social 
skills (15.84%) and Memory (14.85%). Mentions of Focus referred to a pupil’s ability to concentrate 
either on the topic at hand or on the details in the learning material. Confidence included phrases such 
as “not afraid of making mistakes” or “ready to speak”. These are good examples of pupils whose 
learning is not hindered by language anxiety. In addition, some participants mentioned examples such 
as a pupil’s ability to work with others. These mentions have been labeled under Social skills. 
However, it should be noted that some participants also emphasized that their example of a good 
vocabulary learner was withdrawn and did not enjoy working with other pupils. Thus, the category 
of Social skills also received negative mentions to it. These have not been included in the matrix. 
Lastly, some participants also referred to their pupil’s good memory or ability to memorize new 
information. These were a part of the least frequently mentioned category, Memory. 
Comparing the data from Question 5 to the data from Question 4 shows both similarities as well as 
inconsistencies. On the one hand, having a positive attitude and using the language outside classroom 
are once again heavily emphasized in the responses. On the other hand, mentions of individual 
learners having a good memory were quite infrequent. Furthermore, the data from Question 5 
uncovers three qualities that were not present in the closed set of alternatives of Question 4. 
References to the categories of Work ethic, Motivation and Study habits were so widespread in the 
responses that they need to be accounted for in categorizing the data. These results highlight the 
usefulness of quantitative data versus qualitative data and how they can complement each other in a 
mixed method study. 
All in all, the data for Question 5 appears to disprove the first hypothesis of this study. While good 
memory and a fast learning speed featured in some of the examples on individuals who teachers 
consider to be good vocabulary learners, they were not heavily emphasized nor nearly the most 
frequent attributes. In fact, good memory was found to be the least frequently mentioned quality in 
these examples. In terms of the third hypothesis of this study, it seems accurate that teachers value 
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traits that many linguistic descriptions on vocabulary acquisition do not necessarily account for. A 
case in point could be pupils’ attitudes towards learning or their willingness to work hard to learn 
new vocabulary items. 
 
4.3 The co-occurring qualities 
Constructing a matrix depicting the occurrences of each of the ten categories in the descriptions 
prompted me to consider which of the qualities occurred frequently together. In order to determine 
which qualities were connected with each other as well as to estimate the strength of these 
connections, a series of statistical analyses were performed. Firstly, the frequency of all the co-
occurrences needed to be evaluated. This was done by counting all the examples where two categories 
co-occurred. Table 4.3 compiles the amounts of these co-occurrences. Note that the category of Using 
English outside classroom has been shortened into outside classroom in the following two tables. 
 
Table 4.3 The co-occurrences of categories. 
 
These values were then made proportional by their overall occurrences. For instance, if categories 
Attitude and Memory co-occurred eight times, this number was divided by the sum of times that both 
Attitude (n=55) and Memory (n=15) occurred individually (n=70). The amounts of individual 
occurrences are available in Table 4.2. These divisions ensures that the strength of the connections is 
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not skewed by how frequently they were mentioned overall. Table 4.4 depicts these same numbers in 
proportion with the numbers of the overall occurrences of the categories. 
 
Table 4.4 The co-occurrences of categories in proportion with their overall occurrences. 
 
In regarding the strength of the connections, it is obvious from the figure that two pairs are more 
strongly connected than any others. These are attitude-outside class (value 0.26) and motivation-work 
ethic (value 0.27) and they stand out clearly among other connections. In other words, there was a 
strong connection between being motivated to study English and having the will to work as diligently 
as needed to learn vocabulary. This seems rather obvious but it should be noted that was not always 
the case as there were some descriptions were the learner was described as motivated but unwilling 
to work hard. Another strong connection was between having a positive attitude towards learning and 
using the target language in free time. This is likely because if the learners feel positively about 
English they are willing to use it in their extracurricular activities as well. Moreover, if the learners 
need English for their hobbies they might feel more positively about studying it at school. In addition, 
it been has suggested that extroversion and positive affect are linked (cf. Section 2.6), so this might 
also be a reason for why learners with an overall positive attitude are more willing to socialize in 
English in their free time. 
attitude 0.26 0.18 0.20 0.20 0.21 0.17 0.19 0.14 0.11
outside classroom 0.26 0.16 0.17 0.13 0.18 0.10 0.13 0.11 0.15
work ethic 0.18 0.16 0.27 0.14 0.13 0.18 0.06 0.15 0.03
motivation 0.20 0.17 0.27 0.19 0.13 0.11 0.08 0.06 0.04
study habits 0.20 0.13 0.14 0.19 0.07 0.21 0.08 0.04 0.09
talent 0.21 0.18 0.13 0.13 0.07 0.06 0.11 0.11 0.22
focus 0.17 0.10 0.18 0.11 0.21 0.06 0.10 0.03 0.05
confidence 0.19 0.13 0.06 0.08 0.08 0.11 0.10 0.12 0.03
social skills 0.14 0.11 0.15 0.06 0.04 0.11 0.03 0.12 0.10
memory 0.11 0.15 0.03 0.04 0.09 0.22 0.05 0.03 0.10
sum 1.66 1.39 1.30 1.25 1.15 1.22 1.01 0.90 0.86 0.82
memoryattitude
outside 
classroom
work 
ethic motivation
study 
habits talent focus confidence
social 
skills
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After examining the strength of different connections, it should be considered which qualities in 
general connect with many others. By examining the distribution of the total sums of the values of 
each quality (see the final row in Table 4.4), we can perceive how likely a single quality is to connect 
with any other qualities. Figure 4.1 depicts the distribution of these values. 
 
Figure 4.1 The strength of how well the categories connected with any others overall. 
 
One of the categories, Attitude (value 1.66), is clearly more likely to connect with all the other 
qualities than any others are. In other words, having a positive attitude towards learning seems to be 
the most pervasive quality shared by all the successful vocabulary learners. In addition to being the 
most frequently mentioned one, it is the one quality that rises above the others in how frequently it 
co-occurred with any other qualities. Thus, having a positive attitude towards learning is the quality 
shared by most successful vocabulary learners, no matter their other strengths or weaknesses. 
Lastly, I examined which qualities were connected with what other qualities. In order to depict their 
relationship between each other I chose the nine strongest connections to illustrate this further. I 
delimited the selection to the nine strongest values because the lower values were more marginal and 
only representative of much weaker association. I drew the line here due to the limitations of this 
49 
 
study. In other words, these nine were those categories that had values ranging from 0.27 to 0.19 in 
Table 4.4. By assessing which qualities were strongly linked with each other in this way, it is possible 
to observe the overall image of different archetypes of successful vocabulary learners. Figure 4.2 
displays these categories and their relationships with each other. 
 
Figure 4.2 The strongest connections between different qualities. 
 
As previously noted, Attitude seems to be strongly linked with several other qualities. It is clearly the 
most pervasive quality shared by successful learners. However, what is more interesting is the 
separation between Talent and Study habits. In addition to Attitude and its comprehensive reach, 
Talent is only strongly linked with Memory. It is also noteworthy that Memory is otherwise only 
weakly connected with any other qualities so this connection between naturally talented learners and 
the ones with a good memory seems even more significant in that sense. In contrast, Study habits is 
strongly connected with the categories Focus and Motivation but none of these three categories share 
an immediate connection with either Talent or Memory. They appear to form their own, distinct 
clusters in the data. 
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Possibly the most notable feature that this analysis revealed was that there appears to be a clear 
distinction between two different overall types of good vocabulary learners. It was evident from the 
data that the categories Work ethic and Study habits rarely appeared together with the categories 
Talent and Memory. These categories seem to define the two extremities of vocabulary learning. 
Naturally, there were some exceptions. However, in general, the data formed two very distinctive 
patterns. On one end of the spectrum, there are those pupils who work hard for their studies and are 
very organized in their learning habits. On the other end, there are the pupils who seem to be naturally 
talented at learning virtually anything and do not have to make much of an effort for their studies. 
Such a distinction was also particularly clear in the responses of those participants who chose to 
describe two different types of pupils who could be perceived as successful vocabulary learners. 
P055: “If I think of a pupil who mostly learns her vocabulary in English classes and home by 
st[u]dying her English books then the description is totally different from the ones who learn 
their Language outside the classroom by watching films, playing games, listening to music 
and talking to people. In first case the pupil [a]lways does her tasks during the lessons, does 
her homework and reads well for the wordtests and exams. In latter case homework isn´t 
always done, for the wordtests he just glances at the words befor[e] the test and reading for 
the exam surely doesn´t take that long. Then again he actively uses English all the time and 
not just the words in the textbook.” 
P084: “(S)he is hard-working and knows that if (s)he is not good at listening / reading 
comprehension, it is his / her only chance to learn the new words and grammar things to pass 
the tests and get better grades. The other type is a student who is good at about everything. 
(S)he can learn quickly and is able to use her skills in many kinds of exercises.” 
P112: “There are many types of "good" vocabulary learners: some of them use English every 
day and get a lot of influence from the media, the internet etc. They are quite fluent speakers 
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of English and learn new words seemingly without any effort). On the other hand, at [senior 
high] level at least, there are some hard-working students who are extremely motivated to 
learn a language but struggle (for various reasons) and these students seem to work hours on 
end to learn new words (because this is something that is doable and thus rewarding: they can 
learn at least individual words, but not necessarily how to use the words idiomatically and it's 
often very difficult - or practically impossible - to study grammar "mechanically").“ 
Furthermore, some of the participants expressed their worry for pupils who were not interested in 
working as hard as it was necessary in order to acquire sufficient vocabulary. Examples of this 
included the use of capital letters when talking about working hard, references to talented learners 
ignoring the fact that vocabulary learning requires repetition, and praising those talented pupils who, 
despite the easiness, do not ignore their schoolwork. The following quotes describe the importance 
of hard work in vocabulary acquisition and how some talented pupils ignore this. 
P049: “They're able to sit down and study.  They may not always be the best English speakers 
in general, but you can see in their compositions that they've studied the glossaries, whereas 
students with better English skills in general take their skills for granted and don't care about 
pushing themselves further.” 
P092: “She's a fast learner, but more importantly she knows that learning new words requires 
repetition and using those words as much as possible when producing text/speech.   She puts 
effort into learning new words even though she knows she's good at English (some other good 
students get a little too cocky and think they can remember everything even without revision 
--> it usually doesn't work).” 
All in all, examining the co-occurrences of the categories provided intriguing information on what 
successful vocabulary learners are like. This process of categorizing and quantifying texts and then 
further analyzing them through statistical means has illustrated how the method of summative content 
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analysis can provide information that would otherwise remain unreachable. Such findings are 
scientifically replicable and more reliable than a mere careful reading of the texts. 
 
4.4 Teachers’ observations on how to help weaker students. 
In the final page of the questionnaire, in Question 6, the participants were asked how they help those 
pupils who struggle with vocabulary learning. Out of the 117 responses to the questionnaire, 104 
provided responses to this question that could be included in the analysis. Twelve participants had 
chosen to leave the response field blank and one had misunderstood the question. 
The responses to Question 6 were diverse and versatile. While many participants had chosen to 
explain their methods of aiding the learning process, some had also discussed the possible reasons 
why some pupils were struggling with the topic. In addition, a few participants also stated that they 
did not do anything additional in order to help weaker pupils. Figure 4.3 was created to illustrate how 
teachers perceived the entirety of helping those who struggle with vocabulary learning. 
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Figure 4.3 The model based on the examples on how to help weaker pupils. 
 
Overall, the topic was approached from four separate viewpoints. These have been labeled here as 
Pupil’s attitude, Learning material, Teaching methods, and Extra assistance. These were the general 
channels that the participants used to aid the pupils who struggled with vocabulary learning.  
The most exemplified and popular way of helping weaker pupils seemed to be via different teaching 
methods. Descriptions on how the participants introduced several different learning strategies in their 
attempts to help pupils were extremely pervasive in the data. The descriptions on these strategies 
focused especially on memory (cf. Oxford 1990: 38-43) and different learning styles. As a result, the 
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second hypothesis of this study seems to hold true. It seems that many teachers are, indeed, aware of 
different learning strategies and learning styles, and the focus on the use of memory strategies 
suggests that these are mostly used to help learners to more effectively memorize new words. In 
addition to these strategies, some participants also discussed a concept of gamification. The term 
gamification was used to refer to a process of transforming the learning material into a format of 
games. As a result, the method of learning turns into playing games with the words. These games 
could be of any kind, from iPad programs to cardboard memory games. This seems to be a rising 
trend in vocabulary learning. Possibly teachers have begun to understand and to appreciate the amount 
of vocabulary many of their pupils appear to be learning via different computer games outside 
classroom. 
Another way for teachers to help weaker pupils was by regulating the learning material. One of the 
perhaps simplest solutions that was offered was to reduce the amount of vocabulary that was to be 
studied. As Nation (2001) notes, learning vocabulary is one of the largest as well as one of the most 
difficult tasks that any language learner faces, as there is an excessive amount of vocabulary items to 
be learned. Thus, limiting the amount of words that are be learned should ease the learner’s job 
significantly. However, it should be considered whether this will really result in successful vocabulary 
learning. After all, lexical richness is often seen as one of the important aspects of vocabulary 
acquisition. Another suggested solution in terms of regulating the learning material was to help the 
learner to see the relevance of words that were studied. The teachers tried to create realistic situations 
where the vocabulary could be used so that learning it would be more meaningful for the learners. 
Some added that the material should be interesting. 
Some participants did not describe what kind of assistance pupils receive from them but rather stated 
that there were auxiliary teaching or special needs teachers for this purpose. In fact, a couple of 
participants seemed to disregard this question altogether, stating that this was what special needs 
teaching was for. In contrast, some participants also wistfully noted that while such teaching would 
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be a great help, it was not often available. In addition to the extra assistance provided by schools, 
surprisingly many participants also emphasized the importance of support at home. One participant 
even remarked that the pupils who struggle with learning do not get enough support at home so they 
need more of it at school. 
Similarly to the previous question, many participants once again emphasized the attitude that pupils 
had towards learning. Motivation was declared to be the key according to some participants but, 
admittedly, they did not quite know how to motivate everyone. Examples on attempting to shape 
pupils’ attitude towards learning vocabulary included giving them positive feedback, boosting their 
confidence and helping them in recognizing their problems. Moreover, multiple participants 
highlighted that pupils need to understand that vocabulary learning requires time and effort. In other 
words, the importance of hard work was once again emphasized by many teachers. In terms of 
attitude, some also called for a multicultural attitude, referring to an idea that learners should be 
interested in and willing to embrace other cultures. 
In addition to describing the ways in which weaker pupils could be helped, some teachers also 
discussed aspects that they felt could be at the root of these problems but that they could not do 
anything about. The two background factors that were present in these comments were problems with 
memory and a poor basis for subsequent learning. In case of pupils who study words but cannot retain 
them in their memory, teachers seem quite helpless. In addition to those who struggle with the 
memorization, surprisingly many felt that an insufficient level of achievement at the earlier levels of 
education was a setback that could not be corrected later in the studies. 
P107: “Their hardships have started a long time ago, they have already developed an 
image of themselves as a bad language learner.” 
P101: “—insufficient learning at lower levels is an impediment that simply can’t be 
fully corrected in senior high school—“ 
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In conclusion, while teachers generally seemed to have diverse support systems for those pupils who 
struggled with vocabulary learning, there were impediments that seemed impossible to be overcome. 
In terms of vocabulary learning, poor memory seems to be a major obstacle. In addition, participants 
emphasized the importance of a good basis for learning. It is noteworthy that all of the participants 
who highlighted this did not work in primary schools. Perhaps it is easier to place the responsibility 
on primary school teachers’ shoulders, instead of ensuring that even the least talented learners are 
able to learn a necessary amount of vocabulary items. 
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5. Conclusion 
This study has provided a multifaceted view of the concept of success in vocabulary acquisition. 
Being good at learning new vocabulary has been approached through the shared qualities of more 
successful vocabulary learners as well as through mapping out ideas on how to help those learners 
who are less successful. From the theoretical background of individual differences in foreign 
language vocabulary learning to the pragmatic descriptions provided by teachers, this study has 
offered a realistic overview at what English vocabulary acquisition is like in contemporary Finnish 
schools. 
In general, the three hypotheses of this study seem to hold true. Firstly, good memory and natural 
talent were, indeed, emphasized in the data. However, these were not always the participants’ first 
choices in describing successful vocabulary learners and there was a clear distinction between 
teachers’ assessments of the predetermined qualities of successful learners and their own case 
studies. While good memory was emphasized in evaluating a closed set of alternatives, teachers’ 
own examples suggested that there are, in fact, several routes to success in vocabulary learning. 
Secondly, teachers were aware of individual learning styles and strategies which were mostly used 
to support less successful learners’ memory. Thirdly, teachers highly valued extralinguistic traits, 
such as positive attitude and hard work. However, there seemed to be a discontinuity between how 
teachers perceived the successful learners and how they helped the weaker ones. While teachers 
acknowledged that one could be successful in vocabulary learning without good memory and 
natural talent, their efforts to aid weaker learners often concentrated on effective use of memory 
strategies. Overall, this suggests that teachers’ perception of vocabulary acquisition is not 
completely holistic. 
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The theory on individual differences in vocabulary acquisition is still very much lacking. While 
there is a great amount of research available on these differences in foreign language learning in 
general, vocabulary acquisition is undoubtedly its own, unique field. It poses its own challenges 
and has its own requirements. In the light of the results of this study, it seems clear that there are 
many routes to success in vocabulary acquisition. The qualities that the teachers value most with 
regard to vocabulary learning would appear to be positive attitude, good memory, using the target 
language outside classroom, and the will to work persistently. The importance of attitude and of 
memory is pervasive in previous linguistic research as well. However, teachers seem to place a 
great significance on learners’ personal commitment as well. In their descriptions, those learners 
who use English in their free time and/or are willing to make more effort for studying new words 
are labeled as successful.  
In fact, this seems to be one of key factors separating vocabulary acquisition from foreign language 
acquisition in general. Vocabulary learning requires a great deal of repetition and, consequently, 
needs more effort than many other aspects of studying a new language might for even the gifted 
learners. Teachers’ descriptions suggest that there is a polarization of successful vocabulary 
learners. At one end, there are those how seem to possess the aptitude for foreign language 
learning; the natural talents. At the other end, there are those who study relentlessly and 
systematically. These two archetypes appear to rarely meet each other.  In fact, many teachers 
express their worry and their frustration with learners who are, in their minds, simply lazy. 
Nevertheless, this appears to place vocabulary acquisition into a field that is attainable even to 
those learners who might lack the natural ability for foreign language learning. In terms of 
vocabulary learning, hard work pays off. 
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In this study, this phenomenon has been examined from the viewpoint of English teachers in 
Finland. However, it should be noted that the sample of teachers who participated in the study is 
quite small and that we do not know enough about their (professional or otherwise relevant) 
backgrounds. Thus, this study should not be treated as a report on English teachers in Finland. 
Their knowledge or abilities cannot be scrutinized due to these conditions. Instead, this study has 
discussed the phenomenon of successful vocabulary acquisition in Finnish schools. As the teachers 
are present in the everyday ins and outs of it, they are most likely the most qualified ones to share 
their experiences on the overall concept. Moreover, the reach of this study is, in fact, much larger 
than the relatively small amount of participants themselves, as every single teacher works with a 
massive amount of learners. Thus, they are capable of describing the phenomenon on a much 
bigger scale than the exact amount of participants would otherwise suggest. 
In conclusion, this pilot study on the neglected field of individual differences in vocabulary 
acquisition suggests many possible approaches for future studies. As it seems clear that vocabulary 
acquisition is different in the early and the much later stages of learning, a longitudinal study 
comparing successful learners in different stages could provide information on what qualities are 
most useful for these changing challenges. Extremely helpful would also be more in-depth research 
on specific individual differences with regard to vocabulary acquisition, not just general foreign 
language learning. 
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Appendix 1 
The questionnaire 
 
Introducing the questionnaire 
I would like to invite you to take part in a study concerning English vocabulary learning. The following 
questionnaire is a part of my seminar work and my MA thesis on English language at the University of 
Eastern Finland. The data will be gathered from English teachers working in Finnish schools and this 
request for you to answer this questionnaire has been sent via The Association of Teachers of English in 
Finland.  
This questionnaire aims to map out views and thoughts that English teachers working in Finnish schools 
have on foreign language vocabulary acquisition. Although the focus of the study is mainly on the 
primary school level, you are welcome to share your thoughts with me even if you work somewhere else. 
There are no right or wrong answers, nor too short or too long ones. Your answers will be handled 
anonymously and confidentially. You are welcome to contact me via email if you have any questions. 
The purpose of my study is to examine how teachers perceive vocabulary acquisition. As with any other 
skill, it seems clear that some of our pupils are better at learning new words than others. But who exactly 
is a successful vocabulary learner? What makes her or him good at it? What can we do to help those 
pupils who are struggling with vocabulary acquisition? Your own experiences and opinions on such 
questions are what this questionnaire looks forward to discovering. Please take your time to answer in as 
much detail as you want. Your opinions are important for this study and will be greatly appreciated. 
Answering this questionnaire should take approximately 10-15 minutes. 
Best regards, 
Noora Varis 
novaris@student.uef.fi 
 
 
 
 
Your background 
 
Question 1 
Where do you work as an English teacher? You can choose more than one option. 
Grades 1-6 
Grades 7-9 
Senior high (lukio) 
Somewhere else 
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Appendix 1 
The questionnaire 
 
Thoughts on vocabulary learning 
 
Question 2    
 strongly 
agree 
agree disagree strongly 
disagree 
Vocabulary learning is more important in primary 
school than during later studies. 
    
Teachers should pay more attention to teaching 
vocabulary. 
    
Pupils don't like vocabulary learning.     
Vocabulary learning is repetitive.     
Vocabulary is easier to learn than grammar.     
Word tests are useful.     
Finnish pupils learn a sufficient amount of English 
words during their primary school years. 
    
Good vocabulary learners get good grades on English.     
 
Do you have any other thoughts regarding the previous statements that you would like to share with me? 
 
 
Question 3 
 primary 
school 
later studies I don’t know 
Learning vocabulary by playing is more important 
during... 
   
Learning vocabulary by reading texts aloud is more 
important during...   
   
Learning vocabulary by reading texts silently is more 
important during...   
   
Learning vocabulary by participating in discussion is 
more important during... 
   
Learning vocabulary by repeating is more important 
during... 
   
Learning vocabulary by writing words down is more 
important during...   
   
Learning vocabulary by writing longer texts is more 
important during...   
   
Learning vocabulary by listening to music is more 
important during...   
   
Learning vocabulary by watching videos is more 
important during... 
   
 
Do you have any other thoughts regarding the previous alternatives that you would like to share with me? 
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Appendix 1 
The questionnaire 
 
Qualities of a good vocabulary learner  
 
Question 4 
What kind of qualities do successful vocabulary learners generally have? Assess the significance of 
following qualities from 1 to 10, so that 1 = most important, 2 = second most important, 3 = third most 
important, and so forth. Use each number only once. 
 from 1 to 10 
Pays attention to details  
Extrovercy  
Focus  
Good memory  
Learns fast  
Positive attitude towards learning  
Skilled at using her/his mother tongue  
Thinks logically  
Uses English outside the classroom  
Self-confidence  
 
   
 
 
 
Describing a good vocabulary learner 
 
Question 5 
Choose one of your pupils who is, in your opinion, good at vocabulary learning. What is she/he like? 
Describe her/him in as much detail as possible. 
 
 
 
 
 
Helping those who struggle with vocabulary acquisition 
 
Question 6 
Please describe how you help those pupils that are not as good at learning new vocabulary as their peers. 
How do you help them in learning new vocabulary? What kind of assistance do they need in order to keep up 
with others? 
 
 
Thank you for answering! I appreciate that you taking your time to share your thoughts on the topic with me.
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Appendix 2 
The data from Question 4 
 
Pays 
attention 
to details Extrovercy Focus
Good 
memory
Learns 
fast
Positive 
attitude 
towards 
learning
Skilled at 
using 
her/his 
mother 
tongue
Thinks 
logically
Uses 
English 
outside the 
classroom
Self-
confidence
P001 7 10 5 2 8 4 9 6 1 3
P002 6 9 5 1 10 7 3 4 2 8
P003 6 9 3 4 10 1 5 2 8 7
P004 4 9 5 1 8 2 6 7 3 10
P005 8 10 2 3 5 1 6 7 4 9
P006 6 10 3 5 9 1 4 8 7 2
P007 2 9 3 1 4 6 5 7 10 8
P008 3 10 5 4 7 1 2 6 9 8
P009 10 9 8 1 3 2 7 4 5 6
P010 6 10 2 7 9 1 8 4 5 3
P011 9 10 3 4 6 2 7 5 1 8
P012 6 10 5 4 3 1 8 7 2 9
P013 9 8 1 5 6 2 7 10 3 4
P014 8 6 4 5 9 1 7 10 2 3
P015 10 9 8 1 2 3 4 6 7 5
P016 7 10 6 2 4 3 8 5 1 9
P017 10 5 4 6 7 1 8 9 2 3
P018 6 10 4 2 7 1 5 9 3 8
P019 3 9 6 2 10 1 4 8 7 5
P020 4 10 3 5 8 1 6 7 2 9
P021 4 9 2 3 7 1 6 5 8 10
P022 8 10 5 4 9 1 7 6 3 2
P023 5 9 3 1 4 2 6 7 8 10
P024 5 10 4 1 9 2 7 3 6 8
P025 8 10 5 6 9 1 4 2 7 3
P026 2 1 4 5 3 10 9 6 8 7
P027 4 10 3 1 5 7 6 8 2 9
P028 3 9 7 1 6 2 10 5 8 4
P029 3 10 4 1 2 7 6 5 8 9
P030 2 1 7 8 4 9 3 6 10 5
P031 6 8 5 1 7 2 4 10 3 9
P032 7 10 3 2 4 1 8 5 6 9
P033 8 10 2 3 4 1 5 6 9 7
P034 4 10 2 6 9 1 8 3 5 7
P035 5 1 6 9 7 8 4 2 10 3
P036 2 10 6 3 9 4 8 1 7 5
P037 3 10 4 1 5 6 2 9 7 8
P038 5 10 3 7 9 1 8 6 4 2
P039 4 9 1 6 10 2 5 3 8 7
P040 3 1 4 5 7 6 2 8 9 10
P041 3 10 2 4 6 1 5 7 9 8
P042 7 10 2 3 4 1 8 6 5 9
P043 7 9 5 8 10 1 3 6 2 4
P044 6 9 3 2 5 1 7 10 4 8
P045 4 9 6 1 8 7 3 2 5 10
P046 2 3 7 4 1 10 8 6 5 9
P047 9 7 5 1 2 4 10 8 3 6
P048 5 9 4 8 10 1 6 7 3 2
P049 9 10 4 6 7 1 3 5 2 8
P050 10 2 8 9 4 7 6 1 5 3
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The data from Question 4 
 
 
Pays 
attention 
to details Extrovercy Focus
Good 
memory
Learns 
fast
Positive 
attitude 
towards 
learning
Skilled at 
using 
her/his 
mother 
tongue
Thinks 
logically
Uses 
English 
outside the 
classroom
Self-
confidence
P051 5 10 6 4 8 1 2 7 3 9
P052 6 10 2 5 7 1 9 4 8 3
P053 10 9 8 4 6 1 7 5 2 3
P054 2 4 5 1 3 6 7 10 8 9
P055 8 10 3 4 6 1 7 5 2 9
P056 5 10 6 3 8 1 9 2 7 4
P057 9 10 7 4 3 2 6 8 1 5
P058 8 9 3 6 10 1 4 5 2 7
P059 5 8 2 3 4 1 7 6 10 9
P060 10 9 2 4 3 1 8 5 6 7
P061 3 10 2 1 4 5 6 8 7 9
P062 10 9 4 1 3 2 5 7 6 8
P063 6 10 2 3 4 1 8 7 5 9
P064 9 1 2 6 4 10 8 3 7 5
P065 1 10 8 7 2 6 5 4 3 9
P066 5 8 9 3 4 1 10 6 2 7
P067 9 10 3 4 2 1 6 5 7 8
P068 7 10 4 1 5 2 8 6 3 9
P069 10 7 2 6 5 1 4 8 3 9
P070 9 6 2 4 10 1 7 3 5 8
P071 10 8 6 5 9 1 2 7 4 3
P072 2 9 3 4 6 1 7 5 8 10
P073 10 8 5 4 7 1 3 6 2 9
P074 9 10 5 4 6 1 2 7 8 3
P075 8 10 4 3 1 2 5 9 6 7
P076 6 10 3 1 4 5 7 9 8 2
P077 8 10 7 4 3 1 6 5 2 9
P078 5 10 2 1 3 4 6 7 9 8
P079 5 10 3 1 4 2 6 7 9 8
P080 7 8 1 4 6 3 9 5 2 10
P081 1 9 3 2 6 5 4 7 8 10
P082 6 10 2 4 7 3 5 8 1 9
P083 10 9 2 5 6 1 4 8 7 3
P084 9 10 7 5 6 1 4 8 2 3
P085 9 10 5 3 8 1 4 7 2 6
P086 9 6 3 2 7 1 4 8 5 10
P087 8 10 2 1 3 4 6 9 5 7
P088 3 4 2 1 10 5 9 8 7 6
P089 9 10 5 2 8 1 6 7 3 4
P090 5 9 10 2 3 1 4 6 7 8
P091 5 10 7 6 8 1 4 3 2 9
P092 5 10 3 1 2 4 8 9 7 6
P093 8 10 3 7 9 1 4 6 2 5
P094 4 10 5 6 7 1 2 3 8 9
P095 5 10 4 1 3 2 7 8 6 9
P096 4 10 5 1 7 6 2 8 3 9
P097 9 10 6 5 4 1 2 8 3 7
P098 6 8 5 4 7 1 2 3 10 9
P099 8 10 4 3 9 1 5 7 2 6
P100 10 3 8 4 7 1 5 9 6 2
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Appendix 3 
The matrix of categories in Question 5 
 
Attitude
Using 
English 
outside 
classroom
Work 
ethic Motivation
Study 
habits Talent Focus Confidence
Social 
skills Memory
P001 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
P002 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1
P003 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
P004 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1
P005 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 1
P006 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 0
P007 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0
P008 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0
P009 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
P010 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0
P011 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
P012 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0
P013 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
P014 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 0
P015 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0
P016 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0
P016 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
P017 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
P018 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
P019 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
P020 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0
P021 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0
P022 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
P023 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
P024 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1
P025 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0
P026 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
P027 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
P028 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 0
P029 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0
P030 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
P031 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
P032 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
P033 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0
P034 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1
P035 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0
P036 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0
P037 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
P038 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
P039 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 0
P040 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 0
P041 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
P042 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0
P043 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
P044 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
P045 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0
P046 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
P047 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
P048 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
P049 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0
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Attitude
Using 
English 
outside 
classroom
Work 
ethic Motivation
Study 
habits Talent Focus Confidence
Social 
skills Memory
P050 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
P051 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
P052 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
P053 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
P054 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0
P055 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0
P056 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1
P057 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1
P058 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
P059 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
P060 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
P061 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0
P062 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1
P063 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 0
P064 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
P065 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
P066 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 0
P067 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 0 0
P068 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0
P069 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
P070 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
P071 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
P072 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0
P073 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
P074 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 1
P075 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0
P076 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1
P077 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
P078 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0
P079 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
P079 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
P080 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0
P081 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 0
P082 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
P083 1 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
P084 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0
P085 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0
P086 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
P087 1 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 1
P088 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0
P089 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 0
P090 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0
P091 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
P092 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
P093 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
P094 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1
P095 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
P095 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
P096 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0
P097 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
P098 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
